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The article reviews Lev Vygotsky’s published works to trace the evolution of his understanding of child
development. The authors believe that his assumption that one step in learning may mean one hundred
steps in development, is as important as the two other key postulates of the cultural-historical theory:
the principle that learning precedes development and the concept of zone of proximal development. The
authors provide a rationale for utilization of these assumptions in the practice of development-facilitating
psychological and educational assistance. A mechanism of this learning-development relationship is hy-
pothesized. The article outlines a multidimensional model of the zone of proximal development illustrating
the above mechanism. This model is one of the conceptual tools of the Reflection and Activity Approach
helping children overcome learning difficulties and promoting their development. Having given the ac-
count of how they proceeded “from the idea to the problem” and “from the idea to the mechanism”, the au-
thors provide case studies showing how this mechanism allows working with learning difficulties to trigger
simultaneous improvement in multiple developmental dimensions. The article reports on the experience of
running special Summer Schools for children with learning difficulties, implementing the “Chess for Gen-
eral Development” Project, and assisting orphaned children with severe somatic conditions. A case study
of a female college student displaying signs of the learned helplessness syndrome is presented. The authors
infer that Vygotsky’s idea of a specific relationship between learning and development may be of fundamen-
tal theoretical and practical value, especially for working with children with special needs.
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Vygotsky argued that learning should precede development.
However such overtaking is rather odd as learning makes one
step and development makes two or more.

If a teacher is sensitive to a child’s zone of proximal development,
it will grow into the prospect of his unlimited development.

V.P. Zinchenko

This constitutes the most positive feature of this new theory.

L.S. Vygotsky

Introduction to prove Lev Vygotsky’s “theorem” that one step in learn-

ing may result in a hundred steps in development [16].

We have chosen the concluding remarks of our former ~ There were three reasons for writing an article on this sub-
article [30] as the epigraphs hereto. That article attempted ~ ject. Firstly, in our opinion, this Vygotsky’s idea received
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undeservedly little attention, just like his concept of the zone
of proximal development (which is an area of action where
the child — adult collaboration may bring about beneficial
developmental outcomes). Surprisingly, although almost all
Vygotsky’s disciples and researchers of his legacy empha-
sized and attached value to his idea that learning preceded
development, they kept silent about another idea. Accord-
ing to that idea, learning did not just precede development
but under certain circumstances resulted in a qualitative
advance measured by many steps. The review performed
in 2015 failed to find relevant references to this assumption
in foreign literature. Although the number of references to
Vygotsky’s works amounted to tens of thousands accord-
ing to Anne-Nelly Perret-Clermont [48] (report on the In-
ternational Symposium “Scientific School of L.S.Vygotsky:
Traditions and Innovations” (Moscow, 27—28 June 2016)),
the researchers found no references to quotations and dis-
cussion of this idea, as if there were a peculiar conspiracy
of silence against this assumption. For instance, “The Cam-
bridge Companion to Vygotsky” had a chapter on “Thinking
and Speech” which included the section called “Metaphor”.
However the given statement was left unmentioned among
the variety of Vygotsky’s metaphors [61].

Indeed, the Russian authors showed no inclination to
mention this Vygotsky’s statement either. David Elko-
nin, Vasily Davydov, Piotr Galperin neither mentioned,
nor made any comments about it. The only two authors
who laid emphasis on the idea were Lyudmila Obukhova
[46] who quoted this place in Vygotsky’s works as im-
portant for understanding of development, and Vladimir
Zinchenko, who gave an account of his understanding of a
special nature of the learning-development relationship in
a short but brilliant essay about Lev Vygotsky [35].

The second reason for writing that article dealt
with objectives relating to practice of helping children
with special needs. From this perspective, the question
whether education of these children and, especially, chil-
dren with a complex of disturbances and complications,
might be designed so that their development could prog-
ress in quantum leaps, was vital rather than pertinent. If
this mechanism existed, then such children as orphans
with severe somatic conditions and corresponding devel-
opmental deficits would have a chance for normal devel-
opment and actualization of their potential. Lack of this
mechanism would most likely mean lack of the chance.
One of the major directions of the authors’ practice was
facilitation of such children’s development. Therefore, a
search for evidence proving this Vygotskian “theorem”
would make special sense.

The third reason related to “Thinking and Speech”,
Vygotsky’s book recognized world-wide as one of his
major works (please note, the book is also known as
“Thought and Language” to non-Russian readers), and
introducing the idea of a specific relationship between
learning and development in Chapter 6. To be more
precise, it related to the fact that up to then (2015), the
book had been stimulating debate on an astonishing sub-
ject, namely, what was it about!

3apeuxuii B.K. Odun waz 6 06yuenuu — cmo uiazo6 6 paseumuil....

At first sight, this question was naive, only at first
sight, though. As a matter of fact, for one thing, Vy-
gotsky’s paradigm of the human mind and its develop-
ment has remained far from complete. The nature of his
publications showed that his research program had just
started to develop during the last two years of his life.
Secondly, Vygotsky’s thought was exceptionally dy-
namic centering around several epicenters. This might
explain why various authors, even his closest disciples
and colleagues, viewed Vygotsky’s work from different
perspectives. David Elkonin who studied development
all his life, believed that Vygotsky’s main issue of inter-
est was consciousness (rather than development). Alex-
ander Luria, the author of an afterword to “Thinking and
Speech” published in the second volume of Vygotsky’s
collected works, left the subject of development aside,
making only a passing reference to significance of the
zone of proximal development concept. Vygotsky’s main
book “Thinking and Speech” was labeled a book about
“thinking”, “verbal thinking”, or thinking and speech
development [16; 42; 45; 61]. Gita Vygodskaya and Ta-
mara Lifanova argued, ... This book is entirely devoted
to development in general from beginning to end” [8].
We quite agree with this statement. A review of the peri-
ods of Vygotsky’s work provided evidence that develop-
ment remained the main subject of his work throughout
his ten-year professional career [30]. However, it took
him quite a time to turn to this subject. In 1924—1929,
the term “education” dominated the titles of his works
relating to developmental issues, and the term “devel-
opment” occurred only twice (among 77 publications)
in 1928 and 1929. Both works discussed the issue of a
child’s cultural development!.

In 1930, L.S. Vygotsky turned to the subject of de-
velopment and this term appeared in the titles of his
25 writings (of 95 works written as of the time). One of
Vygotsky’s last texts introduced the idea of a hundred
steps in development which might be considered as the
last in a sequence of developmental concepts developed
by him. Our previous article [30] attempted to draw the
readers’ (and Vygotsky’s admirers) attention to this
assumption as especially relevant for the Vygotskian
conceptual framework. We also attempted to discern
a hypothetical representation of a crucial developmen-
tal mechanism in this image. We partially replicate the
former line of reasoning in Parts 1 and 2 hereof. Part 3
provides case studies illustrating how the “mechanism”
where one step in learning may lead to many steps in de-
velopment, works.

Part 1. From Problem to Idea

Assuming that Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory
centered around the subject of human development and
its conceptualization, we will attempt to reconstruct the
journey Vygotsky’s thought travelled to arrive at the
idea which we believe to be pivotal.

'Ttis interesting that Lev Vygotsky and Boris Varshava (deceased 1927) left the term “development” aside in their “Psychological Dictionary”

| 7] written and published in 1931.
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Let us briefly clarify our understanding of his idea
that a single step in learning may lead to many steps in
development.

In our opinion, this statement contains three main
perspectives.

The first idea designates the need for actual imple-
mentation of the assumption that learning precedes de-
velopment.

The second represents the idea that learning “some-
thing special”, something relevant for a given case, may
trigger beneficial developmental effects in several di-
mensions simultaneously.

The third perspective deals with an implicitly con-
tained — rather than explicitly verbalized — problem
statement that learning can (and needs to) be performed
in a way so that it could facilitate development. The
question is how to do this?! What are the conditions
that would make this effect possible? (In various con-
texts, L.S. Vygotsky argued that learning would not nec-
essarily bring about development, and that development
would not be brought about by any learning.)

Let’s make an attempt to reconstruct how L.S. Vy-
gotsky arrived at this idea.

At first, we would like to consider Vygotsky’s de-
cade-long journey through the lens of evolution of his
developmental ideas. The corresponding review of Vy-
gotsky’s works has enabled us to single out five periods.
Vygotsky’s career in psychology is commonly divided
into three periods: the first period of 1924—1927 years,
the second period of 1928—1931 years, and the third pe-
riod of 1932—1934 years. [11; 42; 45; 61, 62 etc. ]

However from the perspective of our discussion, we
single out two other periods relating to turning points in
Vygotsky’s conceptualization of development.

The first period: 1924—1927. L.S. Vygotsky started
his psychological career. He focused on development
and education of “mentally retarded and physically
handicapped” children; introduced pioneering con-
ceptualizations of psychology of children with special
needs; defined the issue of development in terms of
the learning objectives, socialization and professional
education of children with various deficits. During the
same period (1926), he wrote “Pedagogical Psychol-
ogy” [14] wherein he argued that the child’s role in his/
her learning and development was indeed significant.
This period revealed three other lines of his conceptual
thinking.

The first line of Vygotsky’s thought reflected on the
issue of consciousness. His essay [13] published in 1925
interpreted consciousness a connection between, inter-
action of “the systems of reflexes” — rather than “the
connection of activities” as he defined it later). This per-
spective might have formed under the influence of Tvan
Pavlov’s and Vladimir Bekhterev’s authority.

The second line of thought accounted for reflection
on the difference between the human mind and the ani-
mal mind. Tt gave birth to Vygotsky’s assumption that
“the formula of human behavior includes the part that

animals lack, that is: historical experience, social experi-
ence, and doubled experience” [13, P. 85].

The third line dealt with a search for the “signs” used
by these new members of the formula to relate to each
other. In 1925, Vygotsky introduced the corresponding
formula having placed a plus sign between historical and
social experience and having defined the result as “dou-
bled experience”.

The second period: 1927. Tt was the period of Vy-
gotsky’s self-identification within the framework of con-
temporary scientific psychology, as reflected by his key
methodological work “Historical Meaning of the Crisis
in Psychology” published for the first time in 1982 only
[15]. One should keep in mind that Vygotsky wrote it in
a hospital bed having spent over six months there getting
treatment for a virtually terminal diagnosis and showing
no improvement [11]. The final part of the text carried an
air of a testament, of instruction to the future generations
of psychologists, of something that the author himself
would have most probably had no time to do. However
Fortune gave him another 7 years of life and work.

“Historical Meaning of the Crisis in Psychology” was
mostly devoted to the methodology of a new approach
to psychology resting on philosophy and practice. It set
a goal of developing some in-between, intermediate layer
of concepts (in between materialist dialectics and reali-
ties under study). Vygotsky wanted to find a new name
for this new science but eventually reserved the name
“psychology” for it, emphasizing that it was to be “ma-
terialist” and “historical”, though. Vygotsky considered
historical materialism — which described the society de-
velopment as a natural change of economic formations —
to be a model for such science. Therefore, he argued that
there was a need for developing concepts that would not
only explain and describe the human psyche but also
would help to master it. According to L.S. Vygotsky, the
cause of the crisis and the driving force of development,
respectively, had lain in a tremendous growth of applied
psychology and emerging psychological practices.

He designated the practice of education as one of
such practices. Confrontation with practice ... compelled
“psychology to reform its principles so that they may
withstand the highest test of practice” (15, P. 387). And
further: “The importance of the new practical psychol-
ogy for the whole science cannot be exaggerated. The
psychologist might dedicate a hymn to it” (ibid, P. 387)
(Translation of the quotes adopted from Vygotsky,
Lev. The Historical Meaning of the Crisis in Psychology:
A Methodological Investigation. In The Collected Works of
Vygotsky; Plenum Press, 1987).

The fact that Vygotsky prioritized the role of practice
in development of the “new” psychology received wide
recognition upon publication of “Historical Meaning of
the Crisis in Psychology”. We call the period covering
the time when this writing appeared, “Vygotsky’s self-
identification”, as he did not only set the goal of devel-
oping a new methodology, i.e. a system of “intermediate,
concrete concepts appropriate for the scale of this sci-

2 The period of Vygotsky’s work that culminated in “Psychology of Art” is sometimes designated as the first period of Vygotsky’s legacy [44].
Herein, we start from his first works relating to developmental issues proper.
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ence” (15, P. 419), but also identified himself with this
methodology. We attempt to show that all his further
work focused on developing such a conceptual frame-
work that would allow for meeting objectives of his own
practice.

His practice lay in the field of working with children
with special needs. L.S. Vygotsky remained involved in
this issue from beginning (since starting his career in
psychology) till end. He kept focusing on three aspects:
how normal development evolved; how abnormal early
development evolved and how the conditions for revers-
ing abnormal development could be created®.

During these years, L.S. Vygotsky proposed an im-
portant assumption that development of normal and
“defective” children (by the way, Vygotsky tended to
avoid suchlike contemporary terms designating children
with special needs) might be governed by the same laws
and sought to discover those laws. As early as in 1924, he
wrote that “..blindness is a normal rather than morbid
condition for a blind person” [12, P. 68]; that “...Peda-
gogical Hygiene is right in advising that a blind child
should be treated as if he were able to see” [ibid., P. 69];
and that “...social education will overpower defective-
ness. Then, it might be that people will hardly under-
stand us if we say that a blind child is defective, but blind
shall they name a blind child, and deaf shall they name a
deaf child and no other way” [ibid, P. 72].

Coming back to Vygotsky’s 1927-year’s work [15],
we would like to focus on one thread of Vygotsky’s ar-
gument which— could be considered as a clue to under-
standing the roots of his idea in some sense. According to
Nikita Alekseev [1], this thread of argument could actu-
ally serve kind of “modeling representation” for under-
standing of the learning-development relationship.

When assuming that there was a need of the new
methodology, Vygotsky addressed Leon Binswanger’s
work (1922) which he turned to repeatedly throughout
the text. He referred to Binswanger who had recalled ...
Brentano’s words about the amazing art of logic which
makes one step forward with a thousand steps forward in
science as a result” [15, P. 419] (Translation of the quote
adopted from Vygotsky, Lev. The Historical Meaning of
the Crisis in Psychology: A Methodological Investigation.
In The Collected Works of Vygotsky; Plenum Press, 1987).

Seven years after, when discussing child (rather than
science) development, L.S. Vygotsky wrote his famous
statement that a single step in learning might mean a
hundred steps in development. Clarifying it, he drew a
direct analogy between science and child development.
“Learning a new method of thinking or a new type of
structure produces a great deal more than the capacity
to perform the narrow activity that was the object of in-
struction. It makes it possible to go beyond the direct
outcome of learning” [16, P. 230]. Please keep in mind
that this statement was given in Chapter 6 devoted to

3apeuxuii B.K. Odun waz 6 06yuenuu — cmo uiazo6 6 paseumuil....

development of scientific concepts in children, which
was written in 1934. In other words, both in 1927 and
1934, Vygotsky discussed scientific thinking — develop-
ment of thinking in science in the first case, and develop-
ment of “scientific” thinking in childhood, in the second.

The third stage: 1928—1931. Having recovered from
his illness, Vygotsky — inspired and equipped with the
idea of the new methodology — flung into work. Most
writings of the time revolved around developmental is-
sues. Most texts focused on working with various cat-
egories of exceptional children. In 1928, 22 works of 30
related to developmental issues (including 16 writings
on development of exceptional children). In 1929, only 8
(of 18) works were devoted to development with half of
them relating to normal development. In 1930, 21 writ-
ings of 30 touched on the developmental issues directly
or indirectly (17 works were devoted to abnormal devel-
opment). This period ended in 1931 culminating in “The
History of Development of Higher Mental Functions”,
the epoch-making work with a self-explanatory title
partly reflecting Vygotsky’s 1927-year’s conceptualiza-
tion of psychology as a historical science [17]. “The His-
tory” gave a methodological clue (the new logic, accord-
ing to Brentano) allowing for taking a new perspective
on child (human) development, consciousness and the
specific nature of the human psyche versus the animal
psyche (the line of Vygotsky’s polemic with behavior-
ist and Gestalt-psychologists). It also provided a prac-
tically-valid method of research implying that research
should be performed through learning.

Importantly, the phrase “cultural development” ap-
peared in the titles of Vygotsky’s articles in 1928 for
the first time and constituted the beginning of the third
period, which ended with the first mention of the word
“history” in the title. From that moment on, the new psy-
chology developed by Vygotsky became indeed “cultur-
al-historical”.

The fourth period: 1932 — March 1933. During this
period, Vygotsky led fundamental experimental re-
search resting on the new understanding of the human
higher mental functions development (studies of atten-
tion, memory and cognition). Seemingly, the period end-
ed with Vygotsky’s final speech at the conference on the
23 of March 1933 (the speech was published in Volume
4 of Vygotsky’s Collected Works in “Problems of Age”),
where Vygotsky introduced the notion of “zone of proxi-
mal development” as a crucial construct for understand-
ing of the child’s development as of a human being, a so-
cial creature [18]. From that moment on, the conceptual
Jframework of the cultural-historical theory was complete
with emergence of the concept integrating an array of Vy-
gotsky’s groundbreaking ideas on the specific nature of the
human development, on the human consciousness, on the
role of culture and the child’s interaction with other people,
namely, the concept of the zone of proximal development.

3 The key points of Vygotsky’s speech were discussed by the panel of the Narkompros (People’s Commissariat of Education) Academic
Council for Social and Legal Protection of Minors at their IT convention in May 1924. Vygotsky — making his first steps in psychology at the
time — reported on the work of three Sections (for the blind, the deaf, the retarded children). Nadezhda Krupskaya who was present at the
meeting, proposed to facilitate implementation of the report’s key postulates and emphasized the idea “that there is a need to find effective ways
to bring education of defective children closer to learning and education in a general education school... to include these children in social and

professional activity” [11, P. 79].
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The fifth period: March 23, 1933 — June 11, 1934. It
was the times when every day counted. It was the times
of astruggle, an emerging hate campaign, a terminal nat-
ural threat (hisillness) and a social threat just as serious
[11]. Both the “Biological” and the “Social” turned on
Vygotsky and his cultural-historical theory. Those who
used to extol Vygotsky, started subjecting him to fierce
and unjust criticism. A while later (only two years after
his death), his books would be withdrawn from librar-
ies and destroyed; his articles would be excised from
journals, and the surviving publications would be pro-
vided for reading only upon special permission. Still, it
would happen later (1936—1956), and during the fifth
period, Vygotsky was going through cultural and ex-
istential self-identification again, just like at a critical
time in 1927, no matter what the “social situation” was.
He started developing a research program based on the
conceptual framework he had created. It is evidenced
by the titles of his articles belonging to the period. We
list them in the same order they appeared in Vygotsky’s
bibliography in Gita Vygodskaya’ and Tamara Lifano-
va’s book [11]: “The Problem of Age”, “The Problem of
Development”, “The Problem of Consciousness”, “The
Problem of Learning and Development in School-Age
Children”, “The Problem of Development in Structural
Psychology”, “The Problem of Development and Re-
tardation of Higher Mental Functions” (Vygotsky’s
last speech given 6 weeks before his death). Two other
works — “The Problem of Child Development in Ar-
nold Gesell’s Research” and “The Problem of Speech
and Thinking in Piaget’s Theory” — published in 1932
(please note that our periods partly overlap) and relat-
ing to the books by Arnold Gesell and Jean Piaget —
may as well belong to this list. Lev Vygotsky was never
to realize the program he had outlined. It became the
goal of his associates and disciples, and then their disci-
ples and so on. Boris Elkonin has argued that today the
fifth generation of adherents of the cultural-historical
psychology works in Russia [30].

The life journey of Vygotsky’s ideas was not simple.
He remained virtually banned in the USSR, and un-
known to foreign psychologists until 1956.

After the ban was lifted (we can imagine how much
courage and effort his disciples had to invest to have it
removed just a few years after the infamous Pavlovian
Session), the first Vygotsky’s publications started to
appear. “Thinking and Speech”, his main work, came
up in 1956. “The History of Development of Higher
Mental Functions” followed in 1960. In 1962, “Think-
ing and Speech” was translated into English and then
into other languages. In the 1980s, 6 volumes of the
Collected Works of Vygotsky were published. This
collection was far from complete, but it gave an idea
of the tremendous work he did over 10 years granted
to him.

Consequently, cultural-historical psychology became
increasingly popular. In the 1990s, the International So-
ciety of Cultural and Activity Research (ISCAR) was
founded®. The authors participated in two ISCAR’s con-
gresses — in San-Diego (2008) and Sydney (2014), and
noticed a positive trend: whereas in 2008 the congress
welcomed representatives of 45 countries, as many as
62 countries were present in 2014!

What was the secret of such rapid growth of the
popularity of Vygotsky’s concepts? Was it really due to
publishing the Russian edition of his Collected Works
only?! We believe that the 1980s—1990s became a meet-
ing point of two factors that brought about this “chemi-
cal reaction”. This roaring response was somehow cata-
lyzed by an essential feature of the cultural-historical
theory. This was why “the chemical reaction” produced
such a “vigorous release of energy”.

The 1980s—1990s was the times when:

For one thing, unpublished writings of Vygotsky
came up together with the opportunity to read authen-
tic editions of his original works (it is important as Vy-
gotsky’s ideas have been frequently misrepresented, ei-
ther intentionally or not);

For another thing — and this factor is most impor-
tant — there was a surge in demand for psychology in
various fields of practice. In other words, Vygotsky’s
times had come back but had completely changed their
quality. The end of the 1980s saw the appearance of
publications on academic and applied psychology [59];
ergonomics (a neoclassical complex practice-focused sci-
ence utilizing psychology as its basic constituent) [23];
psychological practice [8] etc. Foreign practical psy-
chologists flooded into Russia translating Western ap-
proaches.

It seemed that the concept that had been developed
over several years by a small group of very young people
(their leader Vygotsky died before he reached 38) a few
decades ago, at a different historical time, and had lain
still on the Spetskhran shelves (Note: Spetskhran — the
Russian abbreviation for restricted access collections
and archives in the USSR), would fail to compete with
methods and approaches intensively and continuously
developed by many generations of researchers and prac-
titioners®.

Nevertheless, the cultural-historical psychology
turned out to be even more than merely competitive.
It started to successively win new and new fields of
practice re-conceptualizing them, enriching its own
conceptual framework which — from the very begin-
ning — rested on philosophy and practice as formulated
by Vygotsky in his 1927’s work [15] (this integrative
nature seems to be the core feature of the cultural-his-
torical psychology).

Only few concepts and theories turned out to be use-
ful for actual practice, even though there were many

“In 2014, in Sydney, ISCAR’s Executive Committee decided to rename the association as the International Society of Cultural-historical

Activity Research without changing the abbreviation).

> Of course, Vygotsky’s works did not merely lie on the shelves and suffered annihilation. His disciples, relatives and close people saved all his
texts, synopses, and notes, and kept on doing what they had started with their Teacher. This feat — alongside the conceptual cultural-historical
power of the approach itself — is the crucial factor ensuring that Vygotsky has become known worldwide as the founder of a new approach in

psychology.
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concepts describing mental processes and theories pro-
viding brilliant explanations of the latter®.

Cultural-historical psychology was one of “useful” the-
ories, as Vygotsky created it as a practical tool (he called
his approach “instrumental”, by the way). The heuristic
potential of Vygotsky’s concepts unfolded gradually. This
journey could be traced on the example of the “zone of
proximal development” (ZPD) which has travelled an
amazing path from some marginal general aspect of the
cultural-historical concept (frequently left unmentioned
in psychological literature) to a major methodological
principle in neuropsychology [4; 38], developmental edu-
cation [22; 50; 55; 56; 57; 58 etc.], special education [39],
and psychotherapy in recent years [51; 52]".

Today, the ZPD concept is used as a fundamental
principle (or a point of reference) for developmental di-
agnostics and education (remediation and development)
of children. Still, implementation of this principle has
posed a serious challenge in terms of methods and tech-
niques to be employed. This is the point when the meth-
odological issue of the philosophy-practice relationship
has come up implying the need for development of an
intermediate — as Vygotsky put it — level of effective
concepts that would designate the object of efforts, and
would equip a practitioner with methods enabling him/
her to handle this object effectively.

Vygotsky developed his theory as a practical tool, and
its inherent (initially planned) focus on practice seems to
have determined the rapid growth of its popularity and
relevance on the cusp of the 20" and 21* centuries. So far,
the cultural-historical theory has continued extending its
scope of practical application and deepening its theoreti-
cal concepts. Specialists conversant with Vygotsky’s con-
cept keep uncovering it for themselves unveiling its hid-
den potential (see for example [27; 51; 52]).

The same thing happened to the ZPD concept. The
end of 1990s and the beginning of 2000s welcomed the
groundbreaking publications on the learning-develop-
ment relationship viewed through the lens of ZPD [5;
25; 40; 47; 53]. ZPD ceased to be considered as a plane of
action. Rather, it was viewed as a complex multidimen-
sional space wherein the idea of one step in learning trig-
gering several steps in development, suddenly acquired
a deep operational (i.e. practice enabling) meaning. This
idea of the multidimensional ZPD found its first applica-
tion in the field that Vygotsky started his practice with,
namely, research into exceptional children’s develop-
ment and search for ways to facilitate this process.

The question whether educational, psychological,
counseling and psychotherapeutic work with exception-
al children could be designed so that one step in learning
would facilitate many steps in development, has become
critical in this field. As a matter of fact, there is no alter-
native way for these children, but this path opens fea-
sible prospects to them, and the experience shows that
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it is possible. The question is, what the prerequisite con-
ditions are? How can one conceptualize a hypothetical
mechanism ensuring that the child-adult collaboration
produces a quantum leap in development?

Part 2. From Idea to Hypothetical Mechanism

This mechanism’s functioning may be explained using
the multidimensional model of ZPD. This model was de-
veloped in Reflection and Activity Approach (RAA) for
the purpose of supporting children’s development so that
they could overcome learning difficulties [24; 25; 26; 27,
28; 29; 30; 31; 32; 33; 64 etc.]. As may be inferred from this
statement, we are speaking about a helping practice. This
help is provided in the course of learning as the child gets
the adult’s assistance when coping with his/her learning
difficulties. Furthermore, the help targets facilitating the
child’s development rather than working on the chal-
lenges alone. Importantly, this model is based on the un-
derstanding of ZPD as a specific space of the child-adult
collaboration. Developmental benefits brought about by
this space may exist within certain limits only, and out-
side these limits, according to Vygotsky, this interaction
is useless and may even be harmful to the child. The mul-
tidimensional nature of the model makes it special.

RAA arose as an approach that integrated practices
of helping children with learning difficulties based on in-
novative approaches of teachers who succeeded in work-
ing with all categories of “difficult” children [29]. From
1996 till 2002, the authors sponsored a project named
“Summer Schools for Children with Special Needs”. The
Schools gathered teachers and other specialists who had
fruitful experience of working with various categories of
exceptional children. The term “RAA” was introduced to
describe the practice that had emerged during the Sum-
mer-School sessions provided by the Russian Language
teacher Natalia Abasheva and the psychologist Victor
Zaretskii in 1997 [24]. Later, this practice was thought
over and extended, and the scientific rationale for it
was formulated. RAA today is an approach to research
and practice with specific theoretical and methodologi-
cal principles resting on the Russian schools of devel-
opmental psychology (L.S. Vygotsky, P.J. Galperin,
V.V. Davydov, D.B. Elkonin, N.G. Alekseev etc.), and
techniques for their implementation [29].

What follows is a brief account of the essence and the
content of this approach. We show how this approach
views the mechanisms of the learning-development re-
lationship within the framework of the child-adult col-
laboration; what conditions RAA provides to facilitate
development and what factors contribute to this.

The starting point in RAA is a view that any challenge
that arises in learning is a resource for development. Such
challenges may include errors, difficulties, misunderstand-

6 The authors faced this methodological challenge as early as at college, when no existing concept of creative thinking turned out to be useful
for meeting the objective of “developing creative thinking” or, at least, facilitating the process of creative task solving (28).

71In 2014, the author and Alla Kholmogorova made a presentation on “The Zone of Proximal Development in Education and Psychotherapy”
at the ISCAR congress in Sydney. The first response of the congress participants was, “Well, all that’s missing is Vygotsky in psychotherapy!”
Nevertheless, the attitude to this issue had changed, and the presenter was eventually elected to the ISCAR Executive Committee.
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ing, incapability (really existing or imagined by the child),
persistent academic failure, educational neglect etc. How-
ever such challenges may be also due to natural factors re-
lating to limited health capabilities, e.g. disability.

The challenge that has arisen in the course of learning
tells the adult that the child is unable to do something by
him/herself. Thus, the child’s task falls beyond the limits
of his/her ZPD, according to Vygotsky. Alternatively, if
the task is within the child’s ZPD, it endows the adult
with an opportunity to arrange the process of his/her
interaction with the child so that the child could make
this “step in development”. RAA identifies and provides
the rationale for several conditions that enable the child
to make this step in collaboration with the adult, i.e. in
practice, learning may precede development [29].

Here is a brief account of these conditions.

The first prerequisite condition is contact. The adult
establishes meaningful and emotional contact with the
child, wherein the child feels protected, supported and
accepted by the adult; feels him/herself at ease commu-
nicating with the adult; understands the meaning of his/
her activity and why the adult’s participation is neces-
sary. The failure to establish this contact hinders fulfill-
ment of the other conditions.

The second condition is, that development will oc-
cur if the child takes the position of a fully-fledged and
legitimate agent of overcoming difficulties and reflecting
on this activity.

The third condition implies that the child-adult in-
teraction throughout this activity is collaborative, with
the adult acting as an assistant to the main protagonist,
that is, the child.

The fourth condition is that development results
from the child’s autonomous activity and his/her reflec-
tion of it carried out with the adult’s help and support.

j Zone of Actual Development V

] Zone of Proximal Development

i Zone of Unattainable Challenge

The fifth condition assumes that the child makes a
step in development through “owning” modes of action
implemented in cooperation with the adult (interioriza-
tion, according to Vygotsky [18]) and through reflecting
on his/her own and shared modes of action.

The sixth condition indicates that in the course of
joint activity aimed at overcoming a challenging situa-
tion, development may emerge in several areas simulta-
neously. In other words, “a single step in learning can
represent a hundred steps in development” [16, P. 230].

We illustrate the latter assumption and the essence
of RRA with a diagram representing multidimension-
al — rather than two-dimensional — conceptualization of
ZPD (Figure 1), which has been developed by a number
of Russian psychologists [see for example: 5; 40; 46; 53].

As follows from Figure 1 (this diagram is informally
called “a flower”), development can be represented as a
unique event in the child’s life when a challenge creates
the context for expanding the boundaries of the zones
of actual and proximal development in several vectors
simultaneously, and a new quality emerges. The child
starts unfolding like a flower, hence the informal name
of the diagram.

A detailed description of the diagram and specific ex-
amples of the steps in development (may it be at least
several if not a hundred), follow.

The main idea of the approach is reliance on such
resources as the child’s sense of agency in learning, re-
flection and personal development. Correspondingly,
the adult’s task is to help the child feel him/herself an
agent in his/her activity and its reflection; to be the
child’s partner-coworker; to enable the child to enhance
his/her own resource. As the child requests the adult’s
help when he/she can’t fulfill the task him/herself, that
is, within his/her ZPD, the adult can assist the child so

Personal, Cognitive and Other Changes

o Coping with Difficulties

Working with Learning Material

Problem’s Epicenter

Fig. 1. ZPD as a generality of dimensions of potential developmental steps. The diagram represents a challenge as a developmen-
tal resource and illustrates Vygotsky’s assumption that one step in learning can represent a hundred in development [29]
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that the child fulfills the task; understands what he/she
could have done him/herself, what the adult has helped
him/her with and what he/she needs to learn to fulfill
suchlike tasks by themselves in the future. The approach
received its name after two major processes performed
by the learning child as an agent of activity.

Reflection and Activity Approach (RAA) is a system of
principles and techniques facilitating the child’s develop-
ment in the course of his/her collaboration with the adult
and peers, which relies on supporting the child’s sense of
agency in terms of his/her activity, reflection, awareness,
reforming and constructing modes of action.

Learning-related development occurs through in-
teriorizing the modes of joint actions. Developmental
dynamics represents continuous expansion of the zones
of actual and proximal development in terms of various
dimensions of individual progress on the plane of learn-
ing and on other planes where various capabilities and
personal qualities develop.

From the perspective of RAA, help is defined as sup-
port provided by the adult to facilitate the child’s sense of
agency and processes relating to implementation, reflec-
tion, restructuring and constructing modes of actions.

The child is viewed as the adult’s coworker and partner,
and, therefore, the actual lesson is a result of their co-creative
activity. Teachers using RAA are guided by the general idea
of the approach, its principles, limitations implied by the
position of a coworker, the idea of providing help through
reflection, as well as by some recommendations as to tech-
niques. However, it should be reiterated that the actual pro-
cess unfolds as spontaneous, creative and placing the teacher
him/herself in the position of “a developing adult”.

The adult’s task is to identify learning-related ZPD;
provide learning tasks matching the child’s abilities so
that it could be clarified what the child can/can’t do
by him/herself, and provide specific help. If the child’s
learning difficulties relate to deficits in “other dimen-
sions”, then the adult’s assistance facilitates progress in
these dimensions as well.

The dimension of “the ability to cope with one’s diffi-
culties” is crucial for children — especially children with
persistent difficulties in learning or disabilities — as this di-
mension deals with development and enhancement of the
child’s sense of agency. Lack of experience of independent
coping with various life (and learning) challenges can result
in self-feeling similar to a phenomenon of learned helpless-
ness introduced by Martin Seligman [63]. Learned help-
lessness may be caused by repeated fruitless attempts to act
within the zone of unattainable challenge in children who
faced educational neglect; or, alternatively, by overprotec-
tion for children with disabilities when the adult allows the
child to perform no independent actions even within his/
her ZPD. Learned helplessness may become a factor sup-
pressing progress in other dimensions as it hinders realiza-
tion of the prerequisite condition — that is, developing the
child’s sense of agency in learning, self-development, self-
actualization and self-effectiveness [60]. Lack of the sense
of agency prevents activation of the major mechanisms that
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are responsible for the onset of simultaneous progress in
several dimensions regulated by the child’s activity.

We believe that utilization of RAA to create condi-
tions for development of the sense of agency and cop-
ing skills to overcome learning and life difficulties, rep-
resents a relevant and valuable resource, especially in
terms of inclusive practice®, which is used only episodi-
cally so far.

During the joint activity with the adult, the child starts
to understand what he/she can do autonomously, and
which tasks would require the adult’s help. Above all else,
the child starts to see progress day by day. He/she feels that
the limits of his/her abilities get expanded and — most sig-
nificantly — becomes aware of the enabling factors.

This idea was very clearly articulated by a second-
grader who had just missed being sent to a school for
mentally retarded children due to consistent academic
failure. When a counselor (who observed the principle of
collaboration and supporting the sense of agency) won-
dered whether the child would make the following task
independently or together with the adult, the boy said,
“We will make this exercise together, and T will try to
make the next one by myself”. Of course, a 9-year-old
child diagnosed with “developmental delay” is unable to
explain what the factors are, that enable him to do what
they used to do together, by himself. However he knows
the meaning of interacting with a counselor and sees the
results of this: today he autonomously does things that
he used to do together with the adult yesterday (just like
Vygotsky put it). Contextual gains, small victories over
mistakes and difficulties, conceptualization and chang-
ing of the modes of action, reflection on the previous and
current experience somehow breach the totality of the
learned helplessness. The child gets a space for action —
even though very narrow at first — where the child is
successful and where the efforts invested bring about
actual results (understanding causes of a mistake is nev-
ertheless a positive outcome as it becomes clear what one
needs to work on, what cause shall be eliminated).

Children whose learning experience has been mostly
negative, who get used to being unsuccessful tend to ex-
hibit signs of learned helplessness when learning. Perhaps,
this is why, “the therapy with success” is most efficient and
instructive for them. We give a detailed account of how one
may work with learned helplessness. Tt is worth mention-
ing that equivalents of the learned helplessness syndrome
of different severity may be found not only in children
with disabilities who are used to their limitations and do
not seek to overcome them, but also in nondisabled chil-
dren who display persistent academic failure, come from
troubled families and have nobody to help them cope with
challenges. These children are often promoted from one
grade to another so that grade retention could be avoided.
Furthermore, these children find “work-arounds” them-
selves (cribbing during tests, avoiding speaking in front of
the class, skipping lessons), or reconcile themselves to their
failure to change their situation for the better and make no
attempts to improve it at all. This behavior (lack of useful

8 It reminds us of the goal set by Nadezhda Krupskaya in 1924 to the participants of a meeting devoted to education of “defective” children

when Vygotsky made his report [11].
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activity) and the mode of experiencing the challenging sit-
uation (feeling helpless, unable to change anything, feelings
of futility of efforts, self-doubt and lack of desire to do any-
thing) make the situation traumatizing, potentially harm-
ful for healthy mental functioning. Learning recedes into
the background, and its psychotherapeutic potential [52],
i.e. the possibility to facilitate fruitful personality change
(personal development) staying within the framework of
learning, comes to the foreground.

In this context, the problem’s epicenter lies on the
plane of the learned helplessness syndrome rather than
on the plane of concrete modes of action. This syndrome
needs to be specifically addressed by the adult (not nec-
essarily a psychologist but a teacher or a parent). In this
case, the plane of learning and the plane of learned help-
lessness swap places in some way (Figure 2).

Assistance targeting learned helplessness initiates
improvement in the related dimensions (agency, re-
flection, willingness and ability to cope with difficul-
ties, self-competence, meaning etc.). Figure 3 indicates
the moment when these dimensions start changing by
changing their color respectively.

On the one hand, these dimensions — or exclusion
of their resources when coping with a challenge, to be
precise — depend on the past experience that resulted
in learned helplessness which oftentimes manifests itself
as a loss of capacity to do even simple, doable things. On
the other hand, “exclusion” of these resources reinforces
learned helplessness and feeds the person’s self-myth
that he/she is incapable of this kind of activity.

If the child ceases investing efforts to overcome
some learning difficulties, it may jeopardize his further

Leryse of Agenoy

1 Zone of Proximal Development /

l Zone of Unattainable Challenge |

development. This way of experiencing the challenging
situation may entrench itself. Should another situation
and another learning activity take place, the child may
repeatedly view him/herself as incapable. His/her own
activity may become selective; the life space may start
narrowing and he/she may become a psychotherapy cli-
ent, as the child’s mental health may come under threat.

So, how may the personality qualities be developed
through activity? For one thing, activity itself is not as
important. It may be an activity involving insuperable
difficulties, or it may be some neutral activity, e.g. a
game of chess. The child who is being engaged in play-
ing chess, may be quite skeptical about his/her ability
to be successful in it. However, what if the activity is
performed so that the success is inevitable?! We empha-
size and focus the child’s attention on the fact that our
joint activity is always a success. As a matter of fact, suc-
cess itself may be different. If the child learns something,
then it is a learning success. If he/she has failed, but he/
she has been able to reflect on the mode of action and has
become aware of the cause of failure, then the success lies
in awareness, in a deepened understanding of what he/
she does and how he/she does this.

This focus on the content of activity distracts the
child from hard feelings of helplessness and sets a posi-
tive mood even when there are no achievements in the
activity itself. At the same time, it enables the child to
get used to this activity. The child is indeed getting
used to it as if he/she were walking carefully, feeling the
ground to understand whether there was no danger to
walk in that direction. The main challenge is to begin:
to involve the child in activity whereas he/she firmly
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1........0ther Dimensions
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/
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Working with Subject-Related Learning
Diffieulties

Problem’s epicenter: learned helplessness that
hinders learning process and coping with
difficulties

Fig. 2. The multidimensional model of ZPD illustrating the case when the problem’s epicenter lies on the plane of personality
rather than on the plane of concrete modes of action
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Self-efficacy and Self-competence

Coping with Difficulties

<eerere.Other Dimensions

Working with Subject-Related Learning
Difficulties

Problem’s epicenter: learned helplessness that
hinders learning process and coping with
difficulties

Fig. 3. The multidimensional model of ZPD illustrating the point when the improvement in the learned-helplessness-associated
dimensions starts [30]

believes that investing efforts makes no sense. Here “an-
other thing” comes into play. For another thing, the con-
tact established between the child and the assisting adult
becomes — in a way — more important than activity it-
self. If this contact is deep, emotional and meaningful,
if the relationship is built on collaboration, if the child
tends to trust the adult (even when the child mistrusts
him/herself) and believes him, these may be the decisive
factors in overcoming learned helplessness. If the child
is resistant or irresponsive to suggestions to start do-
ing something giving an excuse of “Nothing is going to
work?”, then, if the contact is good, the adult can always
say, “Do you think that you will fail? And I think differ-
ently. I can help so that you will make it. Do you believe
me? Then let’s try”. Then the art of helping and arrang-
ing lessons comes into play. If the child has realized the
line between his/her zones of actual and proximal devel-
opment, reassured himself that he/she can do things au-
tonomously, then this experience will become a source of
inspiration empowering the child, enhancing tolerance
to difficulties and making efforts meaningful. So, accord-
ing to Vygotsky, tomorrow the child will autonomously
do things he/she does together with the adult today.

The littlest success may revive improvement in all
the mentioned (and unmentioned) dimensions produc-
ing the effect when one step in learning results in one
hundred steps in development.

Part 3. From Mechanism to Supporting
Development

Practitioners facilitating child development do en-
counter cases of “wonderful transformation” when a
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child suddenly makes a giant step in development and
does things that seemed to be impossible a moment ago.

Christel Manske, who has devoted over 40 years
of work to children with Down syndrome, autism and
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), re-
lies on the principles of cultural-historical psychology.
In her lectures and writings, she gives accounts of the
cases from her practice when even a short conversation
brought about dramatic change in lives of people she in-
teracted with [37; 43].

Vladimir Lebedev [41], one of the four members of
the first team of the famous Novosibirsk Habilitation
Centre “Borozdin’s School”, reported that during a pub-
lic lesson in Krasnoyarsk (broadcasted on the local TV),
he offered a girl to catch the ball and she started using
her right arm which — according to the girl and her
mother — had not “worked” before.

In the 1990s, Ogoniok (a Russian magazine) pub-
lished several accounts of the Borozdin’s School expe-
riences including sections called “Evidence of Miracle”.
In his “Sketches on Habilitation Education” [6], Aleksey
Borozdin, the founder of the School, gave an example of
“one step in learning” which for Lucy B. was shaped as
learning a couplet of a song, “Cornflower, cornflower!
You are my favourite flower. Tell me when your pale
blue eye will burst open in the rye”. One couplet equaled
one step. However, the thing was that the girl had nei-
ther talked, nor sung, nor understood a word of this song
as of the onset of her classes on the 1° of June, 1991.
She sang this song articulating words clearly, without
mistakes, and with full understanding of what she was
singing about, exactly that day twelvemonth (June 1,
1992). One can only imagine how many developmental
steps she made within this “single step in learning”! In-
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terestingly, Aleksey Borozdin called his lessons “music
therapy” in this work [6, P. 31].

Giving an account of his studies on development of
elementary mathematical concepts (measure, unit, num-
ber), Piotr Galperin [19] indicated that learning math-
ematics resulted in the change of operational cognitive
schemata relating to an object: the child ceases concep-
tualizing objects syncretically (focusing on a “strong”,
eye-catching feature) and starts conceptualizing them as
having various aspects, each measured by its own unit.
The developmental leap occurring at that point results
in disappearance of Piaget’s phenomena.

In our Summer Schools for children with special
needs and learning difficulties, which based in a summer
camp called “Gagarinets” in the Nytvensky District of
Perm Krai, Russia, we frequently witnessed dramatic
improvement in many children as early as during first
days in the camp. For example, the first Summer School
in 1996 gathered different specialists (teachers, psy-
chologists, artists) who were aware that there hardly
was any chance to achieve significant outcomes for these
children as far as bridging gaps in academic knowledge
and coping skills was concerned, during 18 days (with
only 13 days of academic training). Therefore they set a
major goal to endow every child with an opportunity to
feel him/herself successful in something and regain their
self-confidence. As Margarita Gordon, one of the Sum-
mer School organizers, noted, “The collaborative fulfill-
ment of this goal brought about “miracles” when buds
which seemed sleeping or even faded, opened to form
bright and beautiful flowers. Nearly all children in the
Summer School acquitted themselves well during a les-
son or some activity. Should such breakthrough occur
during one lesson, all the other teachers noticed at once
that the child started to work better, to show interest
or even active engagement. Furthermore, his/her status
among classmates improved” [20, P. 396].

This account had been given ten years before the
multidimensional “Flower” diagram appeared [25].
However, as you can see, the image of an unfolding
flower reflects the multidirectional process of the quan-
tum change, excellently. The above quote shows that
children who have experienced success in some kind of
activity (“one step in learning”) and who regained their
self-confidence (one of the doubtless epicenters within
the space of the developmental dimensions), enjoyed
improvement in several dimensions, including interper-
sonal interaction with other children, simultaneously.

Ch. Manske compared the child’s developmental
leaps with a butterfly’s life cycle, “Just like a butterfly
starts life as an egg turning into a larva and then a pupa,
children experience developmental leaps during their
ontogenesis, which result in a complete restructuring of
their psyche” [37, P. 120]. Furthermore, “if a tiny step
in learning had initiated a developmental leap, it hap-
pened ...because it was appropriate” (ibid). Manske
considered that those learning steps were “appropriate”
that “matched the structure of a relevant stage of men-
tal development” [37, P. 145]. Speaking in terms of the
multidimensional model, it can be assumed that an “ap-
propriate” step is a step made in the problem’s epicenter.
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The problem’s epicenter in a key dimension blocks the
ability to progress in other dimensions and becomes an insu-
perable obstacle for development. When the child has broken
through it, energy gets released immediately and progress in
other dimensions starts. This process might be figuratively
described as “a hundred steps in development”.

Summer School Experience

Part 2 hereof has given a theoretical account of how
learned helplessness blocks any activity and discounts
the significance of any coping efforts, and what effect
overcoming learned helplessness may have for develop-
ment. We faced the reality of this phenomenon in the
Summer Schools.

Thus, in the Summer School-1997 — the one where
N. Abasheva and the authors started using the term “Re-
flection and Activity Approach” [24] designating the
practice of helping children overcome learning difficul-
ties while studying Russian — we achieved significant
outcomes working with the nine-year pupils of a local
school. As their school teachers confessed, the academic
advancement did not matter for the grade promotion.
The pupils were promoted from one grade to another so
that they left school as soon as possible, as the teachers
neither had energy nor saw any point in teaching them.
The gaps in their education were disastrous. Four of the
seven pupils who came to the Summer School made over
100 errors in a 186-word dictation. One of the pupils
wrote “ni na shto” (Russian “for nothing”) with seven
(1) mistakes. Another one wrote “dioblyje tni” instead of
“tioplyje dni” (Russian “warm days”) and failed to find
the mistake independently during the error analysis. An-
other boy merged all prepositions and conjunctions with
other words, and a girl asked to remind her of how the
letter “a” ([ya] — the last letter of the Russian alpha-
bet) was written. We became aware that we faced total
illiteracy, the experience of persistent failure (8 years at
school taught these kids nothing) and senselessness of
the learning activity as it was. All this produced the ef-
fect of learned helplessness. We found support only in
the fact that the children came to the Summer School
voluntarily because the organizers invited solely those
kids who wanted to learn and overcome learning diffi-
culties. Therefore, they wanted to learn and to attempt
to change something in their life. It was the only visible
resource for joint activity at the start.

Their ZPD implied the following: (1) to involve them
in the activity, i.e. writing a dictation (during this stage,
we managed to clarify the significance of our lessons and
the dictation, in particular, and endow these with mean-
ing for the kids); (2) to analyze their failures; (3) to chose
a mistake they would correct assisted by a teacher and
a psychologist, (4) to develop their own unique mode of
action that would ensure preventing this mistake [24].
During the last stage, they tested the new mode of action.
This “trial” showed that everyone was able to correct one
mistake and to learn how to prevent it. However this mis-
take did not differ from others. If one was able correct
this mistake, then all the others could also be managed.
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It inspired children who regained self-confidence, and
reassured themselves that collaboration with counselors
to overcome learning difficulties was useful. One step in
learning Russian (correcting one mistake, learning one
rule, one mode of action) produced changes in many di-
mensions: self-confidence; making meaning of learning;
readiness to invest effort, readiness to act by oneself; read-
iness to accept help; understanding the line between their
zones of actual and proximal development, i.e. awareness
of when the help was needed,; reflection (shaped as consis-
tent self-improvement and improvement of one’s modes of
action; establishing a connection between efforts invested
and outcomes, between modes and failures, between mode
amendment and disappearance of failures etc); attitude to
the self and the future (they said “We will enter college”,
and some children did enter and graduate from Perm uni-
versities, it happened several years after and at quite ma-
ture age though). This list might be continued, especially
if we were to account for the kids’ individual progress.

Nevertheless, what was the most striking for us was
what happened later. By some quirk of fate, no teachers
who worked with these children came to the Summer
School. We taught them Russian exclusively. However,
as their ninth school year showed, they achieved success
in all the other subjects too. They got fairly earned “Bs”
rather than “conditional Cs”, and their efforts resulted in
subsequent successful academic performance in various
vocational schools and even colleges in Perm. Russian as a
subject is, of course, very important, as knowledge of Rus-
sian means more than being literate and knowing rules, it
also means understanding the discourse and other people,
it is the culture of expressing thoughts. Still, even being
an important condition for success in other subjects, it
is not sufficient. We assume that the children were able
to translate the experience they got during the Russian
lessons to other school subjects and activities due to two
factors. Firstly, their sense of agency in relation to learn-
ing and life overall emerged and started strengthening.
Secondly, they improved the dimension of “the ability to
cope with challenges” implying both the ability to invest
efforts (do one’s best) and to seek help from others if one’s
own abilities are limited. Besides, this dimension involves
the ability to learn implying both knowledge accumula-
tion and changing and refining one’s modes of action in
collaboration with another person.

Implementing “Chess for General Development”

The “Chess for General Development” project has be-
come one of the practices supporting development through
learning [49]. The project rests on Nikita Alekseev’s idea
proposed as early as in 1979, that “Chess is a created-by-
God material or a model for development of the ability to
act in one’s head” [2, P. 45]. The attempt to implement
this idea was made as late as in 2004 after N.G. Alexeev’s

3apeuxuii B.K. Odun waz 6 06yuenuu — cmo uiazo6 6 paseumuil....

death, when a group of enthusiasts started to promote an
idea of including chess in school curriculum in Satka (a
city in the Chelyabinsk Region). They started chess class-
es that targeted building a methodology of teaching chess
to facilitate general development. The lesson design and
the methodology rested on the following concepts: prin-
ciples of cultural-historical psychology (L.S. Vygotsky);
the system of the stage-by-stage formation of mental ac-
tions (P.Y. Galperin); the idea of reflection-based lesson
design (N.G. Alekseev); principles and techniques of es-
tablishing collaborative relationships, providing support
for overcoming learning difficulties and implementation
of one’s plans by means of RAA (VK. Zaretskii).

The main idea of the project was to design and give chess
lessons in a specific way so that they developed the ability
to perform “in one’s head” so that it could be translated to
other activities in other school disciplines. As it was the pu-
pil who was to become an agent of the conscious translation
of the ability, the learning procedure activated such factors
as “the sense of agency” and “reflection” The process was
centered around developing the child’s ability to mentally
move a piece, i.e. to do chess problems in his/her head, and
the whole process represented the stage-by-stage formation
of actions constituting this ability. Initially, all actions were
performed on the material plane, and later, an action was
translated to the ideal plane® according to the principles of
the stage-by-stage formation of actions.

The progress was made within every pupil’s zone of
proximal development, i.e. the lessons were individually
focused. The setting was two 45-minute lessons a week.

The first participants of the experiment were Sat-
ka-school second graders and Primary and Secondary
school teachers who had shown interest in the project
and an opportunity to learn new educational approaches
and wished to become co-developers of the method (as
the method did not exist at the time). The first pilot class
received chess lessons during three years (from the sec-
ond till the fourth grade). Later, the children followed
the usual Secondary School curriculum.

The class consisted of neighborhood children, no prelimi-
nary selection was performed. An array of psychological as-
sessment tools were used to monitor the children’s progress.
They included cross-sectional assessment of attention, mem-
ory, verbal and nonverbal intelligence, performance and the
ability to perform mental operations. The researchers carried
out cross-sectional testing in two classes of other schools in
order to assess the effects of chess lessons. Children in one
class demonstrated lower average levels of the functions test-
ed, children in the other class exhibited higher levels.

The findings of a comparison study showed that in the
beginning, the chess project participants outstripped their
peers as far as their development rate was concerned, and
by the end of the academic year they showed better results
as to development of memory, visual memory, attention,
performance, internal plane of action (as measured by two
tests), nonverbal intelligence [10]. Later, the chess learn-

9 Two Teacher’s guides “To Development through Chess” and “Chess for General Development” and “The Workbook for Children and
Teachers” emerged as tangible outcomes of the chess project implementation. They were published in 2016 [36; 55; 56] with support of the German-
Russian Chess Foundation, Satka/Russia, created by the enthusiast Matthias Draeger. Alexey Chernysh, an IT specialist and a psychologist,

developed software to support the learning process.
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ers were compared to their peers from other classes, with
positive effects of chess lessons for development of various
functions being consistently confirmed. Unfortunately,
the methods chosen allowed for monitoring and register-
ing changes in no other dimensions. Still, we have good
grounds to hypothesize that these changes might as well
have emerged. For instance, the diagnosis of “a delay in
mental development” was subsequently removed for some
children. The parents reported that their children became
more organized and independent. The teachers indicated
that the children made attempts to do problems mentally
during other lessons, Mathematics, for example. The tran-
sition from the primary to the secondary school resulted
in no decrease in academic performance in the pilot class
(such decreases usually take place due to critical changes
in the learning process and an emerging need to adjust to
them). A curious story happened during a City math test
ran by a new teacher, who did not know the story of the pi-
lot class. The test included a problem for advanced learners,
which was optional for the pupils tested. The teacher was
amazed when all the pupils solved this problem, even those
who failed to solve all the mandatory tasks...

In 2014, the pilot class pupils finished the secondary
school. Five pupils (chess project participants) were award-
ed “gold medals” for exceptional academic performance. It
was the best result in the city and the Chelyabinsk Region
taking into account schools providing advanced secondary
education. The average score on the Unified State Exam in
this class was significantly higher than in Russia. Anoth-
er pilot class where pupils were taught by other teachers
(both as far as chess and school subjects were concerned)
finished school in 2016. 21 of 25 children who entered the
first grade, finished school, six pupils were awarded “gold
medals”, and one girl finished school having only one “B”
(with “A-s” in all the other disciplines). Taking into ac-
count the fact, that there was no preliminary selection of
children in neither of the pilot classes, these results stimu-
late thinking on what factors have ensured this outcome.

What was the role of “Chess for general Development”
in this outcome? One of the first-pilot-class pupils who
finished school in 2014 and continued her education at
college in Chelyabinsk gave the following answer to this
question, “Chess has taught me think logically. Before do-
ing something, I think everything over carefully, visualize
possible outcomes... Chess helped me so that when working
on a task, I visualized the plan of action, various options as
to performance and p