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Longitudinal formative interventions 
in the Elkonin – Davydov’s context

Summary

The paper presents the historical description of the development of D.B. Elkonin and V.V. Davydov’s 
original educational system and the fundamental components of the genetic modeling experiment in 
this system. The history of the Elkonin-Davydov laboratory is seen as a series of macrocycles of ge-
netic modeling experiments. Each cycle once begun, has been going on through the following decades.

Keywords: research through transforming the cultural practice, genetic modelling, Elko-
nin – Davydov’s experiment

I will talk on the longest formative experiment, which has been going on for more than 
half a century (since 1958). Daniil Elkonin and Vassilii Davydov developed the educa-
tional system as an experimental method exploring and expanding the potentials of human 
mind for children and adolescents through education. Fig. 1 presents a macrocycle study 
by the method which Davydov called genetic modeling: this method “assesses the capac-
ity and effectiveness of a project (model) describing the origin (genesis) of concepts as 
tools of students’ mind”.

The history of the Elkonin-Davydov laboratory is seen as a series of macrocycles of 
genetic modeling experiments. Characteristically, each cycle once begun, has been going 
on through the following decades.

1960s

1. A hypothesis of age-related potentials and limitations of human mind: elementary 
schoolchildren are sensitive to the development of reflective thinking.

2. Laboratory observations: “capable” children act reflectively on their own initiative, 
the rest need some help from an adult. Reflective thinking is the zone of proximal 
development of children starting school.

3. A hypothesis on educational tools for developing potentials of human mind that are 
left concealed under the prevailing school system. By discerning between empirical 
and theoretical concepts, Davydov explained why school failed to develop reflective 
thinking in elementary schoolchildren. The empirical concepts prevail in major educa-
tional systems and do not need reflection for their mastering.
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Fig. 1. Basic components of a genetic modeling experiment in the Elkonin-Davydov educational 
system. Units 1, 3, 5, 7 represent the major steps of the experiment, and Units 2, 4, 6 and 8 are its 
intermediate products.

4. Theory of learning activity and methods of teaching (a project for development of 
students’ mind through education): the study of any particular subject is commenced 
from a genetically initial concept as a starting point for further deducing the system 
of concepts. The theory establishes the concepts of the learning task and the learning 
model. The learning task is the situation provoking children into search for new ways 
of problem solving and is structured around the contradiction between the already 
mastered ways of action and new facts. The learning model is seen as a non-verbal 
schematic presentation of new concepts and ways of acting; such a model becomes the 
basic tool of conceptual thinking. New educational materials that embodied these ideas 
were drafted for teaching math and linguistics in the elementary schools.

5. The project was implemented in a real educational environment: psychologists and 
teachers started working together in the Moscow School 91.

6. The methodology and methods of diagnostics: basically, they comprised a classic com-
parison of the experimental and control classes using a new type of diagnostic tasks – 
outwardly similar to those in standard textbooks and nevertheless requiring reflection 
on the means of using concepts. (To illustrate: a classical problem the African num-
bers designed by G. Mikulina). Case studies registered in lesson transcripts illustrated 
the fact that students enthusiastically performed the activities previously thought 
too difficult for their age.
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7. Diagnosing the process and assessing the results of experimental teaching: early ex-
perimental evidence proved that the experimental classes outpaced the control ones 
in conceptual thinking.

8. The theory of psychological development in the stable and critical age periods, the 
mechanisms of development. The evidence from experimental classes changed the 
concept of “age-dependent norm of development.” This norm in elementary school-
children is shifted with the changes in the content of education.

1970s

1. A hypothesis of age-related potentials and limitations of human mind: the elementary 
schoolchildren are sufficiently sensitive to the development of reflection in thinking, 
cooperation and self-consciousness. 

2. Laboratory observations focused on small groups of students who cooperate to solve 
the problems. Spontaneous forms of cooperation are registered in the classes. Produc-
tive and destructive forms of cooperation are discerned.

3. A hypothesis on educational tools for developing potentials of human mind that are left 
concealed under the prevailing school system: the interaction modes „teacher – stu-
dent” vs. „teacher – a group of students working together” are relatively independent 
factors of reflective development; to employ these factors most efficiently, one must 
discern learning tasks and their content.

4. Theory of learning activity and methods of teaching (a project for development of 
students’ mind through education): the theory was extended by coining the concept of 
learning cooperation, researching on the relationship between the content and form of 
learning activity. Cooperation with equals (equally incompetent partners) was recog-
nized to be a prerequisite for reflective development. First comprehensive curricula for 
the elementary school including math, linguistics, fine arts took most of team efforts. 
First attempts were commenced to develop similar curricula for the middle school.

5. The project was implemented in a real educational environment: psychologists and 
teachers were working together in the Moscow school 91 and the Kharkov school 17.

6. The methodology and methods of diagnostics: An “experiment within experiment” 
approach was introduced to compare two experimental classes, one of which prac-
ticed peer cooperation. Learning tasks were developed to distinguish the various 
patterns of cooperation (to illustrate: Mittens and Postman.) The case studies were 
based on the transcripts of communication in the groups of students working to-
gether to solve the problem.

7. Diagnosing the process and assessing the results of experimental teaching provided 
the first evidence that cooperation with peers is essential for the reflective develop-
ment of elementary schoolchildren.

8. The theory of psychological development in the stable and critical age periods, the 
mechanisms of development: the developmental norm for elementary schoolchildren 
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was shown to shift with the changes in the content and form of education. Further 
research was carried out on the role of cooperation with peers in child development.

1980s

The passing of D.B. Elkonin motivated his son Boris Elkonin to revisit fundamental no-
tions of Elkonin’s approach to relations between development and education. Political 
persecution of V.V. Davydov and his collaborators radically changed the landscape in 
educational research and practice. The complete prohibition of experiments in schools 
aborted formative experiments; nevertheless it did not stop the movement of thought. The 
principles of diagnosing reflective abilities of schoolchildren were worked out, and the 
diagnostic tasks were developed and verified to reveal the latent possibilities of age. New 
research hypotheses were put forward to define a student able and willing to learn as the 
subject of learning activity. In the elementary school, the whole class acting as a learning 
community is such subject of learning activity.

1990s

The Elkonin-Davydov educational system lives through the temptation of ideological 
freedom and social popularity in early years of new Russia. The research focus is further 
shifted to a previously unexplored territory of middle school; now it comprises the devel-
opment of both the concept of life-long learning and the curricula for the middle school. 
An attempt to bridge the gaps between the elementary and middle school made the re-
searchers concentrate on the problem of crisis ages and the classical Vygotskian problem 
of internalization in the context of transition from cooperative learning activities in the 
class to learning activities of each individual student.

21st century

The passing of V.V. Davydov in 1998 turned the minds of his disciples “back to basics”. 
The unit of analysis of educational interaction in mastering the concepts was newly re-
thought as the crossroads of two initiatives (teacher’s and student’s) on the sign. The focus 
of research interests moved to new manifestations, such as children’s independence: ini-
tiative in suggesting new ways for action, search and testing of hypothesis. Following the 
individual developmental trajectories of independent individual learners within the educa-
tional community became the main research method. (Example: The history of discovery 
of multiplication in two classes – daring and timid.). Ways to include all types of students 
into cooperative search activity retrieve interest to written communication as a powerful 
vehicle for intellectual development in early adolescence.
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