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Mariane Hedegaard

A Cultural-historical Approach 
to Learning in Classrooms

Summary
The basic conception of this paper is to conceptualise 
learning as a change in relation between a person and 
the world through change in his/her capacity for tool 
use and interpretation of artefacts. Further this relation 
has to be defi ned within a context (state, societal fi eld, 
institutional practice and person’s activity). Both con-
text and tool/artefact have to be seen as objectifi cation 
of human needs and intentions already invested with 
cognitive and affective content.

Introduction
The traditional theory of learning as transmis-
sion where the teacher transmits knowledge 
and the student listens and answers the teach-
er’s questions by copying from his presenta-
tion, has been abandoned as an adequate model 
for school learning. New concepts have come 
to dominate learning theory, such as participa-
tion in social communities and active creation 
of competence. The conception of children’s 
learning in school has changed from a concep-
tion of receptive individual cognitive activity 
to a participant tool-mediated social activ-
ity. The aim here is to contribute to the con-
ceptualisation of learning in classrooms from 
this new perspective and to go a step further 
and demonstrate that children not only learn 

through participation in social practice in the 
classroom. Children also through this partici-
pation become involved in a reciprocal social 
process where their motives and personalities 
infl uence the activity of the classroom, and 
thereby contribute to their own learning con-
ditions. Furthermore, cultural traditions and 
values in family and community also infl uence 
the child’s learning activity.

The relations between learning and teaching in 
the cultural-historical approach of Vygotsky 
build on the idea of tool mediation (conceptual 
and manual) as the foundation for children’s 
psychic development. I will start with the pres-
entation of this idea but I want to develop this 
idea further into a model of how children cre-
ate their own learning conditions through their 
participation in institutional practice.

The Instrumental act
Vygotsky (1997) characterised the process that 
connects persons with tools and objects in the 
world as the instrumental act. Vygotsky’s main 
interest in this connection was how the instru-
mental act turned around and became a mental 
act, and thereby infl uenced the subject’s learn-
ing and development (see Figure 1).
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Vygotsky’s theoretical focus was primarily 
on humans’ psychological functioning with 
mental tools (i.e. oral and written language, 
models, blueprints, and number systems). It 
is the mediation of these mental tools that 
especially infl uence humans’ psychological 
relation to the world. He wrote:

The inclusion of a tool in the behavioural process 
… recreates and reconstructs the whole structure 
of behaviour just like a technical tool recreates 
the entire system of labour operations. Men-
tal processes taken as a whole form a complex 
structural and functional unity. They are directed 
toward solution of a problem posed by the ob-
ject, and the tool dictates their coordination and 
course. They form a new whole the instrumental 
acts … The psychological tool changes nothing 
in the object. It is a means of infl uencing one’s 
own mind or behaviour or another’s. It is not a 
means of infl uencing the object. Therefore in the 
instrumental act we see activity towards oneself, 
and not toward the object. (1997, p. 87)

In this quotation, Vygotsky focuses on the 
change in the subject. I want to take a step 
further than Vygotsky does in this quote by 
focusing on the change both of the object 
and the subject in the conceptualisation of 
the function of the instrumental act. The pro-
cesses by which humans interact with and 
regulate objects and mental processes cannot 

be separated in understanding human learn-
ing. A clear distinction between material or 
technical tools as mediating in a way that 
is qualitative different than mental tools is 
not possible because all artefacts and tools 
have a mental as well as an action aspect 
that is related to the material world in one 
way or another. The unity of the mental and 
material aspects of an object is important 
for understanding humans as cultural beings 
taking part in social practices to which they 
contribute and are infl uenced by.

This point is put forward very distinctively by 
Marx Wartofsky in his theory of how human’s 
relation to the world is mediated by artefacts. 
Like Vygotsky he uses the concept of tool as 
mediating between person and the world but he 
extends the concept of tool to include all arte-
facts and extends the understanding of acting 
to include perception as well. His main point 
in this connection is that cultural artefacts in-
fl uence the way human perceives their envi-
ronment, and thereby how they act and trans-
form the environment. Furthermore Wartofsky 
describes artefact as “objectifi cation of human 
needs and intentions already invested with cog-
nitive and affective content” (Wartofsky, 1979, 
p. 204), and thereby uniting both the material 
and the mental aspect of tools/artefacts.

Figure 1. The model of how the instrumental act turns around and become a mental act
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to act with tools and interpret artefacts and 
the conditions for this activity. An important 
factor in understanding a person’s learning of 
instrumental and mental acts is the institutional 
traditions and practices that specifi es both what 
are objects of activities and what are means of 
activities (e.g., in home, school, at work etc.) 
In the second section I will extend Vygotsky’s 
model of the instrumental act and present a 
model that integrate persons’ participation in 
different institutional practices. Institutional 
practice can be seen from a societal and from 
the participating persons’ perspective. In the 
last part I will take the persons’ perspective 
and discuss the interconnectedness between 
children’s cognitive learning and motive devel-
opment. I will exemplify how person’s needs 
and intentions can become directed to specifi c 
object domains through school learning and 
that cultural traditions and value positions have 
to be taken into consideration to understand 
children’s motive development.

Learning as Change in the 
Relation between Person and 
World
One important characteristic of human learning 
is action. Piaget (1962) has introduced action 
as a central factor in children’s development. 
He has pointed to imitation and play as the type 
of action that leads to children’s knowledge 
appropriation. Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) 
also point to action as a key factor, but action 
that leads to learning has, in their approach 
been conceptualised within social relations 
where it is possible to scaffold the child’s 
action. In this theory both acting (doing) as 
well as the social aspect of interaction consti-
tute learning. Action and interaction aspects of 
learning are important, but in these cognitive 
theories neither content, nor context is con-
ceptualised as anchored in specifi c societal or 
institutional traditions.

Wartofsky’s explication of artefacts as the 
objectifi cation of human needs and intentions 
is very important for understanding learning 
not only as a cognitive phenomenon of chang-
ing persons’ minds and capacities, but also as 
a change in the objects so that they attain both 
cognitive and affective content. This concep-
tion leads me to a reformulation of Vygotsky’s 
model that object and tool both have to be 
seen as artefacts (i.e., cultural phenomena) 
because they both have to be seen in relation 
to a human’s needs and intentions. The sub-
ject cannot experience the world as objects in 
themselves, cultural artefacts always infl uence 
the experience that forms a person’s needs and 
intentions.

A question then is why some artefacts are 
objects for learning activity (i.e., are objects 
to act upon, infl uence, understand, or learn 
to handle) while others become tools for a 
specifi c person in a given situation? Why are 
some artefacts and others function as tools in 
this activity?

Based on Vygotsky’s and Wartofsky the-
ories I will analyse and argue for the following 
two aspects as important for a theory of learn-
ing: (1) that tools for a person has previously 
been objects for his or her instrumental acts 
and that the appropriating procedures with 
artefact/tools change the person’s relation to 
the world, (2) there has to be some form of 
social practice that helps the single person to 
learn which objects can relate to his/her actual 
needs and motives.

In the following sections I will us these two 
aspects to structure my presentation. In the fi rst 
section I will discuss how learning change the 
relation between person and the world (e.g., 
how an object become an instrument through 
learning activity) I will draw on both the cogni-
tive and the social traditions in learning theory, 
and argue that cultural-historical theory inte-
grate and extends these theories and thereby 
contribute to an understanding of the intercon-
nectedness between subjects/persons learning 
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The difference between these theories and 
Vygotsky’s theory can be found in the cul-
tural-historical theory’s explicit focus on the 
acquisition of tool mediation as the key as-
pect of learning. This competence takes place 
through social interaction between persons. 
Tool mediation is related to social practice in 
different types of institutions. Speech and com-
munication are tool activities that are central 
in Vygotsky’s theory to understand how the 
human psyche is created.

For Vygotsky speech was an important psycho-
logical tool, which was at one time a social and 
cultural element but also served to mediate social 
processes in the process of internalisation. Such 
psychological tools not only functioned exter-
nally/socially they mediate or regulate internally 
the action of mental processes. Vygotsky dis-
tanced himself from the suggestion that the social 
context of development was simply the objective 
environment. (Daniels 1993, 53)

With internalisation, Vygotsky meant trans-
forming the external interaction to a new form 
of internal interaction, and not simply copying 
it, as it is sometimes interpreted. Luria (1961) 
in his experimental work showed how interac-
tions were acquired by the child and gradually 
came to function as the child’s regulation of 
his/her own activity. Luria conducted a se-
ries of simple experiments with 3-5 year old 
children. The children’s task in these experi-
ments was to learn to press a bulb at specifi c 
stimuli and retain from pressing the bulb when 
other stimuli were presented. The experiments 
showed that young children can learn to control 
and inhibit their own spontaneous responses 
but also that their responses could be regulated 
by the child him/herself much earlier when 
meaningful explanations and word-labels were 
introduced together with the stimulus. In one 
experiment, the stimuli fi gures they should 
learn to differentiate were outlines that could 
look like small aeroplanes. It was explained to 
the children that they should only press when 

a green light was shown and not press for the 
red light, because the plane should only start 
with the green light. This task was learned by 
younger children than when no explanation 
was given and no word labels were used. The 
most important result in these experiments was 
that the inclination to press the bulb, which 
the children could not control at the start of 
the experiment, could be inhibited when the 
children were asked to distinguish the cards 
with the fi gures by looking at the background, 
which were either yellow or grey. This could 
be done when this task was accompanied with 
the explanation that the children should look 
if the weather was sunny or rainy, because the 
plane could only fl y in sunny weather. The 
youngest children became able to inhibit their 
spontaneous reaction to let the aeroplane fl y 
and became able to control when the aeroplane 
had to leave the ground. The adult had the task 
in the fi rst part of the experiment to give the 
weather forecast as either sunny or cloudy, 
and to control the reaction, but gradually the 
children could take over this regulation of their 
own responses. The children had acquired a 
procedure to guide their discrimination be-
tween the fi gures.

An explanation of how the child learns and 
become able to guide his/her own reactions is 
that the child internalises the process of exter-
nal interaction that s/he has been part in. As 
shown in Luria’s experiments internalisation is 
not a process that directly mirrors the external 
social relations but it is a transformed refl ection 
of the external interaction. Internalisation starts 
on the intersubjective plane where the child 
interactions with other persons (in the ideal-
ised case between a child and an adult). On the 
intrasubjective plane, the child still takes part 
in a kind of interaction but this time the child 
take both the roles in the interaction, – the ac-
tion role as well as the regulating.

What characterises human learning, if we 
follow the ideas of Vygotsky and Luria is 
that the person’s relation to the world chang-
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es because his or her possibilities for mental 
interaction change. Vygotsky has especially 
developed the idea of language as a mental 
tool, but he does not restrict mental tools to 
language, and it is important to understand 
that speech and communication as tool and 
procedures also change for the person. Lan-
guage is not the same tool for small children 
as for young people and adults. Language as 
an instrument can change from labelling to 
meaningful description to metaphor through 
the child’s intellectual development.

Content and Contexts as 
Conditions for Learning
Humans learn both procedures for tool use as 
well as how to produce tools. They also learn 
social procedures for interaction and interpre-
tation of artefacts that characterise practice in 
different social communities and institutions. 
Production and use of artefacts and tools are 
necessary but not suffi cient to conceptualise 
learning; the concept of context is also needed. 
Social theory has widened the spectrum of 
learning to include practice and traditions as a 
key factor in the child’s formation of compe-
tence, knowledge appropriation and personal 
identity (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). Through participation in dif-
ferent practice these both function as context 
for the child’s learning and as content; the child 
encounter knowledge of the specifi c practices 
that s/he is part of.

Berger and Luckmann formulate a theory of 
learning that focuses on the child’s socialisa-
tion into society while encountering practice 
and traditions for social interaction in home 
and school. In Berger and Luckmann’s theory, 
the content of learning is conceptualised as 
knowledge of the world and of the child’s po-
sition in the world that is encountered in the 
context of the child’s everyday activities in the 
family and in the school.

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) and Wenger’s 
(1998) theory succeeded to combine everyday 
practical activity with general principles of 
learning. With Lave and Wenger’s approach, 
social practice and production become cen-
tral, and peripheral legitimate participation 
becomes the method to acquire knowledge, 
skill and identity. In this approach learning is 
directed at skill and knowledge that qualifi es 
the person to become integrated into the social 
process of being accepted as competent. It is 
primarily the person’s status and identity in the 
situated practice that is directly commented 
upon in this theory.

In both Berger and Luckmann’s and Lave 
and Wenger’s approaches, the content of in-
stitutional practice has become the object of 
learning activity. The social theory of Berger 
and Luckmann and the situated learning theory 
of Lave and Wenger support a view of learning 
as a change in a person’s relation to his mater-
ial as well as social world through acquiring 
competence with tools /artefacts in situated 
practice.

Vygotsky’s model of the instrumental and the 
mental act can be interpreted as a ‘germ-cell’ 
for social practice. (See Figure 2). The mate-
rial and mental acts can be seen as cultural 
procedures with artefacts (tools) that medi-
ate between a person (subject) and the world 
(objects).

In the extended model of the instrumental 
act artefact/tools are seen as mediating be-
tween the person and the world, thereby it 
becomes possible to conceptualise learning as 
a change in a person’s relation to his material 
and social world, using artefacts. The change 
in these relations is accomplished by the per-
sons’ appropriation of procedures with tools 
– mental as well as material – that also leads 
to the development of new motives.

The extended model of the instrumental act can 
be interpreted as a simple model of activity, 
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because it depicts historical practice as well 
as concrete practice. The historical aspect of 
activity is found in the concept of artefact/tool 
where the artefact is the result of humans’ pro-
duction and traditions. Furthermore the process 
whereby an artefact/tool comes to play a role 
in a person’s life requires that other persons 
demonstrate, identify and pass on the proce-
dures for using artefacts/tools and the context 
in which they are suitable. An artefact/tool 
belongs to a practice. This practice has to be 
actualised by person’s participating in situated 
practice where the use of tools and artefacts 
can be passed on and appropriated by new 
generations. This creates a relation between the 
artefact and procedure in the form of tradition 
for practice with the artefact and the situated 
action in which the artefact is used in interac-
tion with other persons. With this interpretation 
of Vygotsky’s theory into a theory of activity I 
will take the next step to relate activity to dif-
ferent forms of practice in institutions.

Practice in Institutions
When practices are seen as important for un-
derstanding tool use, this implies that learn-
ing has to be conceptualised within a context 
where traditions and practices have to be seen 
as part of the conditions for learning. Learning 

in school gives children procedures to handle 
a specifi c area of objects and artefacts; learn-
ing in home is related to other procedures and 
artefacts. Tools and artefacts and the practice 
they are connected to are part of the social fi eld 
when a child enters the world and become ap-
propriated by the single child through social 
interaction. The existence of a surrounding 
with tools/artefacts and specifi c procedures can 
be seen as both context and conditions for the 
person’s development of his/her relationship to 
the world.

Differences in practices in different institu-
tions give children different competence and 
a child’s competence is evaluated different in 
the different institutions because the practice 
here makes different demands on the child. Mc-
Dermott (1993; Varenne & McDermott, 1998) 
demonstrates this clearly in his research on how 
a child’s learning disability is constructed dif-
ferently in different institutional contexts. Mc-
Dermott argues that the competence and read-
ing skill a child demonstrate, or the lack of 
competence diagnosed as learning disability, 
is dependent on the context in which the child 
is acting. Adam, as the child is named in Mc-
Dermott’s observation study, changes and im-
proves from being in a test situation, to being 
in the class situation and fi nally in an after 
school club situation. McDermott’s example 

Figure 2: Extension of Vygotsky’s model of the instrumental act to include procedures with arte-
fact as mediating between the person and the social and material world
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with  Adam’s reading problem can exemplify 
the necessity of understanding the dialectic be-
tween a child’s competence and the practice he 
participates in. In Adam’s case, the learning 
problem manifests itself differently in institu-
tional practices. It is through participating in in-
stitutional practices that the child acquires capa-
cities for conceptual and manual tool use and 
interpretation of artefacts. McDermott charac-
terises the institutional activity and the child’s 
activity as woven together so it is neither the 
child nor the institutional practice that creates 
learning or learning problems. Learning and 
learning problems are created through the inter-

action between the child and the cultural tradi-
tions realised in the situated practice of a given 
institution with specifi c children.

Institutions can be differentiated in accord-
ance with the function they have in a society 
and for the members of society. The dominant 
institutions for children are home and school. 
This argument leads to an inclusion of the 
person’s relations to the world mediated by 
artefacts and procedures into a more compre-
hensive model of the person’s relations to a 
specifi c society mediate by practice in different 
institutions (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Vygotsky’s model of the instrumental act included in a model of institutional practice 
that mediates between society and the persons that are members of a society
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Everyday activities with artefacts are quite dif-
ferent in home, day-care, school, higher educa-
tion/professional education and work. There-
fore it is important to differentiate between 
learning in these different institutions. Both the 
kind of knowledge and the methods of learning 
differ between home, school and work.

The view of learning as person’s appro-
priation of procedures with tools and artefacts 
through participation in institutional practice 
and thereby also realizing practices and con-
tributing to changes has to be seen from a so-
cietal perspective to understand the relations 
between a person that participate in different 
institutions, for some at the same time and for 
others successively. Practice is connected to 
cultural traditions; and cultural traditions in 
families and in other institutions is the founda-
tion for their daily practice.

Cultural Traditions, Meaning 
Positions and Practice
Institutional practice is dependent on cultural 
traditions in a society that transcends the spe-
cifi c institutions. This transcendence take place 
through value positions that connects cultural 
groups in a society so that cultural traditions 
and values are generalised beyond the specifi c 
institution into more general cultural tradi-
tions. Diversity of practice in institutions such 
as family or school is dependent on diversity 
in traditions and life forms between different 
groups in society. Bourdieu (1979/1984) use 
the concept of life form and person’s position-
ing in a fi eld to describe how society can be 
characterised by traditions and value positions 
that are generalised beyond the specifi c insti-
tution. I have found these concepts relevant 
to understand how institutional practice is not 
only infl uenced by the persons that partici-
pate but also by the history that is stored in 
cultural traditions and the value positions that 
are attached to traditions. Examples of how 
different groups in a society can be character-

ised by different life forms can be differences 
that are connected to social class or to ethnic 
background or to types of work. I have named 
such traditions for life forms cultural traditions. 
What is important here is that a cultural tradi-
tion is not unambiguous connected nor to an 
institution in general or to a concrete institu-
tion. Let us take the family as an example. Here 
there can be a big variety of traditions depend-
ent of which cultural traditions a family associ-
ate themselves with. This can be religious such 
as Jewish traditions or national such as Danish 
traditions or it can be class traditions such as 
working or academic. A concrete family can 
feel connected to several cultural traditions 
and thereby have value positions connected 
to several cultural traditions that can even be 
confl ictual. This can be exemplifi ed by Turk-
ish families in Denmark that can have both 
value positions connected to their national 
origin and to the country they live in today (see 
Hedegaard, 1999). Different types of schools 
can associate to different traditions, such as 
an ‘upper class’ ‘public’ school or an alterna-
tive school, though the traditions that are state 
decided and law bound give a foundation that 
the other school traditions have to take into 
consideration to be allowed to function.

A society is created through the practice 
in its institutions and how they infl uence each 
other. A society has to be seen as an imagined 
entity as discussed in Anderson’s theory (1991; 
see also Billig, 1998). Though imagined the 
society and its cultural traditions infl uence 
the actual situated practice in different insti-
tutions. School and its educational practice 
infl uences the participating persons as well as 
they through their realisation of practice infl u-
ence the practice and contribute to change in 
practice and traditions. (See Figure 4).

Learning can be viewed both from the perspec-
tive of the child and from the perspective of 
society. The relation between state/society and 
the school can be discussed as curriculum and 
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regulated by school laws. In Denmark, for in-
stance, experiments initiated by the state such 
as school experiments have led to changes in 
the school system, such as examination-free 
classes until eighth grade.

Learning and Development
From being in daily activities in an institution 
the children appropriate as well as contribute 
to the social-historical experiences that are 
accumulated in these practices, emotionally, 
motivationally as well as cognitively.

Each child appropriates knowledge and skill 
to master the demands that they meet which 

is always a result of the child’s engaged activ-
ity in shared practice with other people (e.g., 
the appropriation of day and night rhythm, 
reading and writing competencies). Activi-
ties that characterise the different institutions 
those children participate in, in different peri-
ods of their life, leads to qualitative different 
periods in their development. Elkonin (1999) 
has presented this in a theory of child devel-
opment where different periods in children’s 
development parallel the different institutions 
that dominate the child’s life. The fi rst period 
is dependent on practice in home and daycare, 
and deals with the child’s emotional develop-
ment and orientation to the world and takes 
place through direct emotional contact with 

Figure 4: Learning through participation in institutionalised practice
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other caregiving person’s in home and day-
care. The second  period is related to practice 
in school and deals with the child’s orientation 
to the world more broadly and development of 
knowledge and roles in relation to other human 
beings. The third period is related to activity 
with peers and education that qualify for work; 
it deals with the close personal relationship and 
work relationships.

The development of motives for these 
three periods is always ahead of the develop-
ment of cognition in each of the periods. In 
the early childhood period (the infant and tod-
dler  period), children’s development of mo-
tives is related to their emotional contact with 
central persons in their everyday life. This re-
sults in development and mastery of the imme-
diate and close everyday world. This mastery 
is the foundation for the next period, the mid-
dle childhood period, which is the kindergarten 
and early school age. The children’s emotional 
and motivational world broadens and they de-
velop motives for mastery of the adult world in 
this period. The learning motive develops and 
becomes dominating in this middle childhood 
period. Here, the children’s knowledge is char-
acterized by acquisition of methods and compe-
tence that in school are seen as central for en-
tering the adult world. In the third period, the 
late childhood  period, the secondary school age 
and youth period, the child’s motive develop-
ment is directed towards engagement in other 
persons and society. The dominating motive is 
togetherness with classmates, to be socially ac-
cepted and at the same time an orientation to-
wards self worth. The child’s/youth’s cognitive 
development can be characterized by mastering 
of methods for refl ection about personal rela-
tions, work and societal relations.

Learning in school
In the second developmental period the child’s 
learning is directed towards mastering the 
skills that characterise the adult world. The 

motive of play activity is replaced by a real 
wish for acquiring skill. Most children who 
start in school expect to become able to read 
and write, if they do not already do this when 
they start. They do not want to play that they 
are ‘reading’; they want to acquire the com-
petence. The dominating motive becomes the 
learning motive. In this period the child’s spon-
taneous concepts become extended through 
appropriating subject matter concepts. But 
when these subject matter concepts become 
integrated with the child’s everyday concepts 
from home and community life, their everyday 
concepts are raised to a new level in which real 
cognitive development takes place.

The change in view from the child as a re-
cipient in learning situations to the child as a 
participant in learning, and the change in view 
from learning as a cognitive process to an ac-
tivity leads to new forms of teaching practice. 
Each child becomes involved in a reciprocal 
process in which his/her motives and person-
ality plays a part in the interaction with the 
other persons in the classroom – the teacher 
and their classmates. This has to be considered 
in teaching. The problem is then to create class 
room teaching for the whole group of children, 
a problem that is possible to solve through chil-
dren’s cooperation in investigation of problems 
that are both interesting for the children and rel-
evant for the subject matter area taught.

Learning subject matter content in school 
is connected with children’s development of 
motives and also with value positions con-
nected to the activities. What has to be learned 
is connected to objects and practice that are 
“objectifi cation of human needs and intentions 
already invested with cognitive and affective 
content” (see earlier this article p. 22).

To demonstrate this, I will use an example 
from my research connected to a teaching ex-
periment based on ‘the double move’ approach 
in school teaching. (Hedegaard, 2002). The 
central ideas in this teaching experiment were 
that it is important (a) that teaching create a 
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connection between subject matter knowledge 
and children’s everyday concepts through 
building conceptual models, (b) that children 
are active researching concrete topics using 
conceptual models as tools, (c) that teaching 
can create wholeness and perspective between 
the core relations of a subject area and the 
children’s research knowledge.

The teaching experiment took place three 
hours a week; the rest of the time was tra-
ditional teaching. The theme of the teaching 
experiment was ‘the historical change of soci-
eties’. The questions that started the children’s 
research activities were: “How can it be that 
people live differently in different places of 
the world?” and “How can it be that people 
have lived differently in different historical 
periods?”

The children gradually became able to use 
core models to analyze relations (e.g., between 
tool use and ways of living and later between 
division of work and structure of society). The 
question here is how children’s participation 
in these activities created motives for the chil-
dren and how this motive development was 
infl uenced by value positions that the children 
experienced in their activities.

All the children participated in the same 
learning situations but even if they became 
motivated by the same activities the content of 
their motives cannot be seen as identical. I will 
outline the difference in two children’s motive 
development over two years of experimental 
teaching in social history (Hedegaard, 2002).

Two students’ learning and motive 
development: The contrast and similarity 
between Morten and Cecilie
The learning activity of two students, Cecilie 
and Morten, was followed and will be sketched 
here in relation to development of their mo-
tives.

Cecile started out to be the most interest-
ed and motivated child in the activities in 4th 
grade and this continued into the fi rst month 

of 5th grade. Cecilie’s interest and engagement 
was clear throughout the two years of experi-
mentation. It is demonstrated for example in 
the model she made to a friendship class in 
New York (see Figure 5). The contact with 
this friendship class was made through a re-
searcher who worked with this class in New 
York City. He suggested that they send some 
of their models to the class in New York. Ce-
cilie suggested that they used English in their 
texts to the models. She was both the initiator 
of translating the descriptions in their models, 
and of writing small letters to the children in 
their friendship class. Since the class has just 
started to learn English this was a rather com-
plicated and demanding task. She engaged in 
the task and helped several of her classmates 
translating along with the teacher as a kind of 
helping teacher, using a dictionary.

In fi fth grade after this event this very 
helpful girl started to be critical in her rela-
tion to her classmates and especially rebel-
lious in relation to the teacher. A new motive 
started to become dominant that changed her 
relation to the teacher and her classmates. 
She was still primarily the initiator of the 
activity in her group, like the previous year, 
and she never presented herself as a leader 
of the activities. Perhaps her rebelliousness 
came from the confl ict that she wanted to 
guide and become the leader but did not ar-
rogate this role enough. Her motives in fi fth 
grade were still characterized by a constant 
subject matter interest, but at the same time 
she became more oriented towards independ-
ence and self-determination in relation to the 
teacher.

In fourth grade, Morten was interested in 
both the class activities and his classmates. 
But he did not like that his group partners 
imitated him when he drew models (in most 
of the activities the children worked in a per-
manent group of four or fi ve), or when his 
best friend wanted to look in the books he 
was reading. He was interested in the differ-
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ent tasks the teacher brought into the class 
activities, especially drawing models of the 
historical periods, but he also had a motive 
for becoming recognized for his work. In the 
beginning he went by himself when he was 
criticized, and the teacher or his friend had 
to help him back to the activity he was doing 
in his group. A change came after he func-
tioned in the teacher’s role twice in 5th grade 
leading the class résumé of activities.1 Also 
Morten’s social orientation changed through 
playwriting, planning and performance of a 
‘play’ about a historical epoch. In this activ-
ity he took the critique from his group fel-
lows straight away and solved the confl icts 

by confronting the matters he did not agree 
with and asked the ones who proposed these 
matters to explain more clearly what they had 
in mind. He was active in writing the play and 
instructing his group. Through this activity 
he arrogated the leader role and functioned 
as the leader in his group.

Morten’s social orientation in confl ict situ-
ations, in the fourth grade, was to demon-
strate his ability in the subject matter tasks 
and escape from confl icts. In the last part of 
fi fth grade his social orientation in confl ict 
situ ations changed towards cooperating with 
his fellow classmates about the research tasks, 
production of models, play performance and 
other subject-matter-related activities.

The content of Morten and Cecilie’s social 
motive oriented towards peers developed in 
different directions. Throughout fi fth grade, 
Morten developed some security in the social 
interaction and togetherness with his class-
mates, that he did not have the year before. 

1  A task that successively all children was asked to per-
form. When it was Morten’s turn he could not remember 
what to ask about. The teacher and he agreed that he 
should try once more and the second time they planned 
together how he should proceed and he succeed and 
expressed his satisfaction about his own performance.

Figure 5: Cecilie’s model of the Danish society.

43857_outlines 2004 nr1.indd   3243857_outlines 2004 nr1.indd   32 04-11-2004   15:22:2504-11-2004   15:22:25



33
Outlines • No. 1 • 2004

He came to function independently and self-
determined. Cecilie started out with a cooper-
ating and caretaking orientation towards her 
classmates but gradually rebelled against the 
caretaking role. It seemed, instead that she 
wished to be recognized as a competent and 
independent person; she guided and decided in 
her group but she had trouble combining this 
with the caretaking role that she had brought 
with her from fourth grade.

Both children developed a motive towards 
peers but in different directions. To understand 
the difference in the children’s orientation we 
have to see further than their participation in 
practice in the school and also integrate the 
context understood as cultural tradition and 
value positions that transcends the class in 
which learning and teaching took place. For 
Cecile and Morten, gender traditions and val-
ues of presenting oneself as competent and 
taking the leader role infl uenced these two 
children’s activities.

Conclusion
I have argued for a conception of learning 
that elaborates Vygotsky’s idea of tool me-
diation as the core of human learning. From 
this central conception it is possible to ex-
plicate both persons participation in practice 
and traditions as key concepts in a model of 
learning activity. Practice is the center but 
both a societal and personal perspetive have 
to be integrated as shown in the model. The 
societal perspective indicates the importance 
of cultural traditions and value positions that 
transcend specifi c practice. Cultural traditions 
and connected value positions infl uence a per-
sons development of motives for appropriating 
competence. The example should illustrate 
how this infl uenced the individual develop-
ment of two children that both had been very 
motivated for learning. Orientation of their 
motives infl uenced their interests and inten-
tions for entering into relationships with the 

teacher and the other children in the class ac-
tivities. The concept of cultural traditions and 
connected values was not formulated clearly 
when the experimental teaching was planned 
and proceeds. But afterwards research about 
the infl uence of gender (Walkerdine, Lucey & 
Melody, 2001) ethnicity, (Ogbu, 1992; Gibson, 
2001) life conditions (McDonald, 1999) and 
class orientation (Wiley, 1977) have made me 
conscious about how much cultural traditions 
from outside the classroom infl uence children 
learning. A conceptualisation of this viewpoint 
is integrated in the approach ‘radical local’ 
teaching and learning developed in cooper-
ation with Seth Chaiklin (see Hedegaard & 
Chaiklin, 2004).

References
Anderson, B. (1991). Imagined communities: Re-

fl ections on the origin and spread of national-
ism (rev. Ed.). London: Verso.

Berger, P.L., & Luckmann, T. (1966). The social 
construction of reality: A treatise in the sociol-
ogy of knowledge. New York: Doubleday.

Billig, M. (1998). Banal nationalism. London: 
Sage.

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique 
of the judgement of taste (R. Nice, Trans.). 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
(Original work published 1979)

Daniels, H. (1993). The individual and the or-
ganisation. In H. Daniels (Ed.), Charting the 
agenda. London: Routledge.

Davydov, V.V. (1982). Ausbildung der Lerntätig-
keit (pp. 14-27). In: V.V. Davydov, J. Lomp-
scher, & A.K. Markova (Eds), Ausbildung der 
Lerntätigkeit bei Schülern[Development of 
Learning Activity]. Berlin: Volk und Wissen.

Elkonin, D.B. (1999). Towards the problem of 
stages in the mental development of the child. 
Journal of Russian and East European Psy-
chology, 37, 11-30.

Gibson, M. (2001). Situational and structural ra-
tionales for the school performance of immi-
grant youth. Three cases. In H. Vermeulen & 

43857_outlines 2004 nr1.indd   3343857_outlines 2004 nr1.indd   33 04-11-2004   15:22:2504-11-2004   15:22:25



34
Mariane Hedegaard • A Cultural-historical Approach to Learning in Classrooms

J. Perlmann (Eds.), Immigrants, schooling and 
social mobility. Does culture make a difference. 
Amsterdam:

Hedegaard, M. (1999). The infl uence on societal 
knowledge traditions on children’s thinking 
and conceptual development (pp.22-50). In 
M. Hedegaard, & J. Lompscher (Eds.), Learn-
ing activity and development. Aarhus: Aarhus 
University Press.

Hedegaard, M. (2002). Learning and child devel-
opment. Aarhus: Aarhus University Press.

Hedegaard, M. & Chaiklin, S. (2004). Radical 
local teaching and learning. Aarhus: Aarhus 
University Press.

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learn-
ing: Legitimate peripheral participation. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Leontiev, A.N. (1978). Activity, consciousness, 
and personality. Englewood Cliffs, N J: Pren-
tice-Hall.

Luria, A.R. (1961). The role of speech in the reg-
ulation of normal and abnormal behaviour. 
Oxford: Pergamon Press.

McDermott, R. (1993). The acquisition of a child 
by a learning disability. In S. Chaiklin & J. 
Lave (1993). Understanding practice. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

McDonald, K. (1999). Struggles for subjectivity. 
Identity action and youth experience. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ogbu, J. (1992). Cultural discontinuities and 
schooling. Anthropology & Education Quar-
terly, 13, 290-307.

Piaget, J. (1962). Play, dreams and imitation in 
childhood. London: Routledge & Kegan.

Varenne, H. & McDermott, R. (1998). Successfull 
failure. The school America builds. Oxford: 
Westview Press.

Walkerdine, V.; Lucey, H. & Melody, J. (2001) 
Growing up girl. Psycho-Social exploration 
of class and gender. New York: New York 
University Press.

Wartofsky, M. (1979). Models – representations 
and the scientifi c understanding. Drodrecht: 
Reidel.

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: 
Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press

Willis, P.E. (1977). Learning to labor: How work-
ing class kids get working class jobs. Farn-
borough, U.K.: Saxon House.

Wood, D., Bruner, J. & Ross, G. (1976). The role 
of tutoring in problem solving. Journal of Child 
Psychiatry and Psychology. 17, 89-100.

Vygotsky, L.S. (1997). The instrumental method 
in psychology. The collected work of L.S. Vy-
gotsky, Vol. 3. Problems of the theory and 
history of psychology (pp. 85-89). New York: 
Plenum Press.

43857_outlines 2004 nr1.indd   3443857_outlines 2004 nr1.indd   34 04-11-2004   15:22:2504-11-2004   15:22:25




