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Abstract

The Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) was one of the most influential psy-
chologists of the 20th century. As a psychologist following in his footsteps, Piotr Gal’perin
(1902–1988) could justifiably be called a Vygotskian, but he departed from Vygotsky’s socioc-
ultural theory and developed its educational implications. The formative role of education is
significant in Vygotsky’s notion of a zone of proximal development (ZPD). Gal’perin extended
Vygotsky’s “zone” to also include a teaching–learning model of the formation of mental
actions. This model integrates the notions of mediation, activity and internalization. In doing
so, Gal’perin outlines steps in the teaching–learning process, formulates a set of conditions
for the development of mental actions and shows the teacher’s role. This article summarizes
Gal’perin’s learning–psychological theory and discusses its use in today’s classrooms. 2001
Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Piotr Gal’perin was the last of a generation of Russian psychologists who had
personal contact with Lev Vygotsky, the founder of the sociocultural school in Rus-
sian psychology. Vygotsky’s theory emerged from the context of the first decades
of the 20th century and represented a new approach to psychology with tremendous
promise. Gal’perin can be considered among those who further developed this
approach. He obtained degrees in medicine and psychology, and through this dual
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profession became a prominent “Vygotskian” who played an active role in almost
all of the major discussions in Russian psychology. His name is especially associated
with his attempts to transform the sociocultural approach to human development into
a model of the teaching–learning process (Haenen 1996, 2000).

In 1930, Gal’perin was involved in the foundation of the so-called Kharkov School
in Russian psychology. At that time, Kharkov, then the capital of the Ukraine, served
as a haven for scientists trying to avoid the hectic centre of Soviet affairs. Vygotsky
and his co-workers (A.R. Luria, A.N. Leont’ev, L.I. Bozhovich and A.V.
Zaporozhets) were also invited to Kharkov and all went, except for Vygotsky him-
self. The members of the Kharkov School were the first in Soviet psychology to
draw attention to the concept of “activity” (Kozulin, 1990). The Kharkovites studied
the genesis of a particular mode of psychological functioning in combination with
the individual’s ongoing practical activity. Gal’perin (1936) contributed to this line
of research with his publication on the problem of practical intelligence and the use
of tools by animals and children. Ko¨hler’s (Köhler, 1925) and Bu¨hler’s (Bühler,
1930) classic research in this field was criticized by Vygotsky (1930/1978) because
they made a direct analogy between practical intelligence in the child and particular
kinds of responses by apes. Vygotsky emphasized the differences and attributed an
important role to speech, signs and symbols (semiotic mediational means) as unique
human tools in the child’s practical activity. Gal’perin followed Vygotsky, but attri-
buted an additional crucial role to human activity. The development of semiotic
means has its basis in the specific content of practical, human activity. Gal’perin
linked the Kharkovian approach to activity with the Vygotskian terms “mediation”
and “internalization”. In order to specify their contents, he investigated the process
by which children become familiar with simple household tools (spoon, comb,
hammer) and described the development oftool-mediatedactivity.

Though Gal’perin did not use these terms in his pioneering studies, he paid atten-
tion to the cognitive processes of orienting and regulating in relation to the different
features of the learning task. For example, as early as 1943, he designed a special
device for measuring the execution of arm movements and studied the restoration
of this motor function following impairment as a result of bullet wounds (Gal’perin,
1943). Based on this research, he designed a rehabilitation program for disabled
veterans (Leont’ev & Zaporozhets, 1960). According to Gal’perin, such a program
is most successful if, in addition to isolated exercises, purposeful and meaningful
actions are practised. Practical activity together with meaningful learning were the
pillar stones of Gal’perin’s rehabilitation therapy. In further research, Gal’perin tried
to extend this approach to the whole domain of learning and teaching. He perceived
learning in terms of a transition (internalization) from action to thought and suggested
the steps concerning the teaching–learning process of generating mental activity
“from the outside”.

2. The formation of mental actions

One of the cornerstones of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory is the concept of
internalization (Arievitch & Van der Veer, 1995; Van der Veer & Valsiner 1991,
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1994; Wertsch, 1985). According to Gal’perin (1967), Vygotsky brought the concept
of internalization into mainstream Russian psychology and gave it a special meaning,
which it had not previously had in other theories. Vygotsky views psychological
functions and the means of mediating them as emerging out of the child’s social
interaction with adults and peers. Before these functions become an integral part of
its personality, they manifest themselves in the “outer” world as interaction between
the child and the people around him, or, as Vygotsky (1930/1981) puts it: “it is
through others that we develop into ourselves” (p. 161). He formulated this idea in his
often cited “general genetic law of cultural development”, stating that a psychological
function appears twice: first on the social plane, and then on the psychological plane
(p. 163). As a consequence, to put it in current terminology, psychological functions
are basically “socially distributed”. Traditionally, these functions (attention, memory,
cognition) have been treated as being properties of the individual mind. This concept
of “individuality” laid the basis of much educational practice. Nowadays—and Vyg-
otsky has been instrumental in it—this concept has been totally changed. In recent
educational psychology, it has been advocated that psychological functions are
encapsulated and distributed in a community of learners. This turning away from a
predominantly individualized to a contextualized and social approach to education
has entered the mainstream of educational psychology (cf. Forman, Minick, & Stone,
1993; Karpov & Haywood, 1998; Kozulin, 1998; Mercer, 1995; Rogoff, 1998; Salo-
mon & Perkins, 1998; Wells, 1999). Gal’perin added to this in exploring a new
educational program within a Vygotskian framework.

In order to elaborate the social dimension of psychological functioning, Vygotsky
developed his well-known notion of a “zone of proximal development” (ZPD). He
placed the interaction with adults and more competent peers at the very heart of this
zone, providing “the foundation upon which, in an ideal world, the education of
children would be organized” (Cole, 1996, p. 111). Therefore, the formative role of
education is significant in Vygotsky’s ZPD. But unfortunately (according to
Gal’perin), Vygotsky did not expand on it in the light of its educational implications,
but continued to use cross-sectional and cross-cultural comparative methods to diag-
nose mental development. Gal’perin tried to fill this gap and outlined some steps in
the teaching–learning processes that take place in “Vygotsky’s zone”. For this pur-
pose, Gal’perin developed his model of the formation of mental actions.

In the early 1950s, Gal’perin with some co-workers (among them V.V. Davydov
and N.F. Talyzina) began to study the mental actions and concepts (elementary arith-
metical and geometrical concepts) that have to be learned in the classroom. They
studied the qualitative changes that the teaching–learning process has to undergo to
provide mature and fully fledged mental actions. On the basis of empirical and theor-
etical knowledge, Gal’perin first made an analysis of the properties (or parameters)
of an action.

3. The parameters of an action

Whatever the content of the teaching–learning process, there is always some kind
of action involved, and these actions vary widely. A descriptive model is necessary
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in order to specify the properties of the actions and ways of developing them during
the acquisition of knowledge and skills. Within the framework of activity theory,
actions are conceived as conscious attempts to change objects according to some
intended goal (Gal’perin, 1992b). The concept of action has to be very broadly con-
ceived. It refers to the sawing of a branch, the decoration of a room, the doing of
a sum, the using of a concept, etc. The examples show that an action can be executed
simultaneously on several levels of abstraction. Moreover, on all these levels an
action may have different qualities. So, Gal’perin classifies each concrete form of
an action by two distinctive and relatively independent properties or parameters: the
level of abstraction and the quality of an action.

The first parameter is thelevel of abstraction. An action may be performed on
four basic levels: the materialized, the perceptual, the verbal, and the mental level.
At the materializedlevel, the action is performed with the aid of physical objects
or their material representations—models, pictures, diagrams, displays. At theper-
ceptual level, the action is based on information stored in images and performed
without manipulation of the physical objects or their representations (e.g. refur-
bishing a room by looking around and “moving” the furniture mentally). At the
verbal level, the action is performed by “speaking aloud”; at this level the external
objects are no longer needed. At thementallevel, the action is exclusively performed
internally (“in the head”) and both external objects and audible speech are unnecess-
ary.

The second parameter concerns thequality of an action. According to Gal’perin,
this quality is determined by three indicators: generalization, abbreviation and mas-
tery. Generalizationrepresents the degree to which those properties of the object of
an action that are constant and essential to its performance, are isolated and dis-
tinguished from the non-essential and variable ones. Generalization occurs when,
from the very beginning, several varieties of the material involved are used in order
to carry out the learning tasks. This prevents the learner from attending to non-
essential properties of the objects.Abbreviation indicates whether all operations
which are originally part of an action, are in fact executed. As an action develops,
the number of operations is reduced and the action becomes abbreviated. Initially,
an action will be executed in its most extended form. Then, some of its operations
will be joined together or “telescoped”.Masteryincludes such features of actions as
the ease and the rate with which they are carried out. For example, an action has
not been mastered sufficiently when a child can carry out an action only under the
teacher’s guidance.

Neither parameter (level of abstraction and quality of an action) should be con-
sidered in isolation. The levels of abstraction and the indicators of the quality of an
action stand in different relation to each other and are not independent. Gal’perin
conceptualized these parameters in such a way that they could be integrated into an
instrument which provides information about the relevant aspects of an action. They
allow us to analyze the structure of an action with respect to its objects and intended
goal. In addition, they give us the necessary information about how to outline the
teaching–learning process and the teachers’ and learners’ involvement in it.
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4. Steps in the formation of actions

Gal’perin brought the two parameters together in a teaching strategy. This strategy
can be conceptualized as a process of internalization, in which Gal’perin distingu-
ishes four steps for an action to pass through before becoming a fully fledged mental
action. Depending on the action to be learnt, the specific learning task and the lear-
ners’ prior knowledge, the steps may be abbreviated, combined together or even
skipped. Also the sequence of the steps can be changed. So, Gal’perin’s stepwise
approach is a working model or blueprint for outlining the teaching–learning process
and the instructional interventions for the teacher to support and guide the learners.

Around 1950, when starting with his first experiments, Gal’perin wanted to study
the psychological rationale for the execution of learning tasks and the coming into
being of the accompanying mental actions. Initially, he called the new teaching strat-
egy the “stepwise procedure”. However, he later regretted (personal communication)
the fact that his approach had become known by this limiting heading, because it
no longer reflected its main content. Nevertheless, under this heading it became well-
known as a pillar of the reorganization of reading and arithmetics by the experimental
school led by D.B. El’konin (El’konin, 1973; see also Amano, 1999) and V.V. Davy-
dov (Davydov & Andronov, 1981; Davydov, 1995). Gradually, Gal’perin abandoned
the idea of a strict sequence of steps in the teaching–learning process and started to
emphasize the distinctive elements that form the basis of the process. He suggested
that every teacher has some kind of sequencing in mind and uses it as a preparation
device during lesson planning. An experienced teacher always uses such a sequence
as a blueprint with steps that can be changed at short notice depending on what
happens in the classroom. This is not as easy as it sounds, because there is no one
way of using such a blueprint. It asks for skilled teacher activity and it should be
deliberately practised. Gal’perin’s blueprint for the teaching–learning process con-
tains the following steps.

4.1. Orientation

First, for a new action to be learnt, it is brought to the learner’s attention and
delineated within his or her horizon of problems to be solved. The learner receives
an “advance organizer” of the action and its goal. This motivates the learner for the
ensuing teaching–learning process. Although motivation is a long-term affair, this
first step is meant to provide the initial requirements in order to stimulate motivation
and to maintain it during further learning. According to Gal’perin, this requires that
the learning contents be presented as a meaningful whole from the beginning of the
teaching–learning process (as will be illustrated later using an example of hand-
writing instruction). This increases the student’s personal involvement in the learning
process that follows. Presenting knowledge as a meaningful whole implies presenting
it as some kind of “tomorrow’s knowledge”. First, students have to understand and
accept the affective, motivational and cognitive value of the to-be-acquired knowl-
edge before the actual appropriation and ability to use it is at stake. This can be
considered as one of the practical consequences of Vygotsky’s concept of “develop-
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mental teaching” and its maxim that education “is only useful when it moves ahead
of development” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 212). According to Vygotsky, education should
lead development in order to call to life those functions that “are in a state of matu-
ration lying in the zone of proximal development” (p. 212). Gal’perin ensures the
student’s initiation into the learning task and her first steps in Vygotsky’s “zone”
by starting the teaching–learning process with an extensive phase of orientation.

According to Gal’perin, every human action is accomplished on the basis of some
orientation, which largely determines its quality. In Gal’perin’s teaching strategy,
orientation plays a key role and is designed to provide the learner with all the infor-
mation necessary for the correct execution of a new action. Gal’perin (1989c, 1992a–
d) introduced the term “orienting basis of an action” (OBA) to refer to the whole
set of orienting elements by which the learner is guided along in the execution of
an action. In addition, Gal’perin introduced a second term, “Scheme of a Complete
Orienting Basis of an Action” (SCOBA) which signifies the complete set of con-
ditions which are to be taken into account. Thus, an OBA is the actual learner’s
orienting basis, while a SCOBA is the desired and intended form of the orienting
basis leading to the correct execution of an action. An OBA does not ensure correct
execution, whereas a SCOBA does. An OBA is something learners have at their
disposal, whereas a SCOBA is an externally presented scheme or “cognitive map”,
which has to be adopted. Being externally presented to the learner, a SCOBA remains
constant, while an OBA gradually changes during the course of the teaching–learn-
ing process.

What are the contents of a SCOBA? Generally speaking, it contains as much
information as possible on the execution of an action. According to Gal’perin
(1989c), a SCOBA includes the intended output, means and objects of the action,
put in summarized form on an orienting chart. This chart (an “operational thinking
scheme” or “cheat sheet”) gives the course of the action and the sequence of its
operations in such a way that it serves as a “tool of action”. The orienting chart is
a “cheat sheet” in the literal sense, providing a clear picture of the components of
a SCOBA in such a way that the learners can adopt them. It appears that under these
circumstances the content of the charts is learnt unexpectedly easily (as is often the
case when learners are making cheat sheets) and incidentally in the process of execut-
ing learning tasks. Empirically, this advantage of the use of orienting charts has been
verified by Carpay (1974) who designed a chart for choosing the correct form of
Russian verbs; Mettes, Pilot, & Roossink (1981) who designed a chart that students
can use to orient themselves to problem solving in a thermodynamics course; and
Van Engen (1994b) who used it as the basis for teaching the motor skill of hand-
writing in elementary school (as discussed below).

Working with orienting charts implies that the action is initially executed on the
materialized level. After the explanation and its understanding during the initial
orientation, the learner becomes familiar with the new action. This can be achieved
by means of the manipulation of physical objects or their representations; such as
the touching, replacing, and putting together of objects by a child during an arithmeti-
cal task. However, when the object transcends the limits of direct perception, it is
much more convenient to execute the action using visual representations as substi-
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tutes for physical objects. These representations are part of an orienting chart and
may take the form of models, displays, diagrams, maps or drawings, depicting the
properties and relationships of the objects essential to the action.

At first glance, it might seem that the materialized forms of an action are necessary
only in the early years of the educational system or at the initial stages of a course
or curriculum. However, according to Talyzina (1981), closer study shows that even
for adults the learning of fundamentally new knowledge first requires at least partial
materialization by means of all kinds of orienting charts.

4.2. Communicated thinking

When an action has been sufficiently learnt using physical objects or their rep-
resentations, it is necessary to separate the action from its previous materialized
support and to lift the action to overt or social speech (“communicated thinking”).
The learners are taught to communicate about the action and to think aloud as they
perform it without any direct dependence on the tangible objects or their materialized
representations. What was previously a materialized or practical action now becomes
a verbal one. Speech becomes the sole carrier of both the action and its objects.
Gal’perin (1969) emphasizes that an action in overt speech is no longer materialized,
nor is it yet a mental action. The learner is not yet able to perform the action through
“inner” speech, i.e. “in the head”. Overt speech is a transitional phase between the
materialized and the mental action. Gal’perin (1989b) gives two arguments for
emphasizing the necessity of overt speech. First, the action of overt speech is a
“theoretical” one. The action has become free from the necessity of manipulating
tangible things or their representations; these are replaced by words and reflected in
speech. This means that the action becomes generalized. The second argument refers
to the function of speech as a means of communication. The effect of overt speech
is determined by its social role. Learners must execute the action verbally so it is
comprehensible not only to themselves but to others as well. The execution of the
action meets the requirements of communication and, in particular, the requirements
of communicating in the language of the given discipline, from which the curriculum
subject has been drawn. Due to its distinctive communicative feature, overt speech
could be called “communicated thinking”. The latter term links Gal’perin’s line of
reasoning with Vygotsky’s general genetic law stating that social speech becomes
the source of thought. It is only after the socially-based attitude of the learner toward
the new action has been adopted that proper learning of the action occurs. In sum,
it is both the generalizing and communicative functions of speech that make overt
speech effective. Its favourable effects point to the importance of verbal interaction,
small-group work and cooperative learning in the classroom. Working together,
thinking-aloud and elaborating explanations may be positively related to students’
achievements (Cohen, 1994).

4.3. Dialogical thinking

The benefits of communicated thinking may be improved if it is additionally com-
bined with methods that provoke all kinds of dialogical thinking. In teacher education
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courses better results are reached if, in addition to group discussions, the student
teachers make use of a logbook for reflection, looking back on classroom experiences
and formulating intentions (Korthagen, 1999). Similarly, student teachers’ computer-
mediated exchanges (distribution lists, Internet bulletin boards) could be compared
with the way Gal’perin conceptualizes dialogical thinking. In his teaching strategy,
after speaking aloud about the action, the learner is encouraged to speak covertly.
This transition from overt speech into “speech minus sound” requires a transform-
ation of the structure of speech itself. “In the mind” the overt form of speech takes
the shape of a “deep structure” (cf. Chomsky), or, as Gal’perin (1969) called it, “the
audible image of the word”. According to Gal’perin, such an “audible image” can
only evolve after the action has passed through overt speech. The psychological
significance of an audible image lies in the fact that it is more stable and stronger
than a perceptual image, which should evolve on the basis of merely a materialized
action without the subsequent overt speech. Though the action has gone “inward”,
speech is still the carrier of both the action and its objects. Because of this, Gal’perin
(1989b) called it “external speech to oneself” (p. 53), because the execution of the
action still meets the requirements of communication. The execution relies on an
“inner dialogue” and reflects the “increasing dialogicality that characterizes intramen-
tal processes” (Wertsch, 1991, p. 90). Owing to this process of dialogicality, covert
speech could be called “dialogical thinking”. During this type of thinking, the action
becomes more and more routine and abbreviated. When the action has been
developed almost to the point of being automatic, there can be a transition to acting
purely mentally.

4.4. Acting mentally

During the soundless utterance of the action, learners begin to execute all the
operations of the mental action quickly and without error. They can give the answer
as soon as they receive the proper information with which to solve the learning task.
The teacher abandons control of the outcomes of the successive operations and
moves on to control of the final outcome of the action. Now the action has been
abbreviated and telescoped. The action has been transformed into a mental phenom-
enon and has become a chain of images and concepts. The learner “just knows that’s
how it is” (Gal’perin, 1957, p. 221). So, as a result of subsequent levels of abstraction
(materialized–verbal–mental) the action has attained a new form: it has become
“pure” thought. This form, as Gal’perin (1989b) argued, represents a qualitatively
new level of psychological functioning: the mental action has an orienting function.
The action is mentally executed with the aid of mental images and concepts, in
which real life situations are represented. On the basis of the representation of the
“problem space”, a person can foresee the effects of his own or somebody else’s
actions, change the actions to fit the distinctive features of the situation and anticipate
options on the basis of previous experiences. As a result of this process, mental
actions obtain the proper orienting function, which, after all, is what it is all about.
Putting it somewhat differently, Gal’perin sees the ability of looking ahead
(orientation) as a precondition to and even a prime aspect of learning. In current
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educational psychology, this ability is considered part of the student’s self-regulation,
because looking ahead leads to cognitive planning and monitoring. Pintrich & De
Groot (1990) have empirically found that such components of self-regulation foster
academic performance. This could explain the positive effects Gal’perin observed
in his experimental approach to handwriting instruction.

5. An example: the motor skill of handwriting

Gal’perin’s approach to teaching–learning processes is illustrated here with the
aid of a method to teach the motor skill of handwriting in elementary schools. Gal’p-
erin (1982, 1989) provided the theoretical basis for the Dutch curriculum project on
“Handwriting in the elementary school” (Van Engen, 1994a,b), currently used by
about one-third of Dutch elementary schools (about 2000 schools).

In the early 1950s, Gal’perin and his co-workers took as their starting point a
psychological analysis of the formation of the motor skill of handwriting (Pantina,
1957). At that time, it was common practice in Soviet elementary schools to teach
handwriting using an exercise book having three lines with slanted (65°) lines across
(see Fig. 1). The teacher required the children to correctly place each segment of
the grapheme in the corresponding section of the grid. Under these conditions it is
necessary that the children have a precise visual image of the grapheme. However,
the most basic factors in the development of the writing skill are both the presence
of the correct motor image and a rapid shift from visual to motor control strategies
of the writing movements. To achieve such a shift, Gal’perin decided to develop a
teaching method based on the dissection of the grapheme into segments. What, how-
ever, could serve as the basis of such a dissection?

According to Gal’perin (1982), the method that was developed was based on Vyg-
otsky’s ideas about units of analysis in psychological research. Vygotsky (1987)
defined a unit as “a product of analysis that possesses allthe basic characteristics
of the whole” (italics in the original, p. 46). In writing graphemes, the learning task
consists of the correct reproduction of its shape. In Gal’perin’s view, in this case
the unit of the shape can be found in a “segment of continuous movement”. Where
the line begins or changes its direction, indices are added so that each discrete seg-
ment is located between two such indices. In Fig. 2, taken from the Dutch teachers’
manual, the indices of the graphemem are indicated. This figure illustrates what
Gal’perin has called an “orienting chart” showing the learner how to use a gen-
eralized procedure while modeling a grapheme. Each segment of a grapheme differs

Fig. 1. Example of the grid from an exercise book used for teaching handwriting in Russian elementary
schools (Pantina, 1957, p. 121).
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Fig. 2. Example of the model used to introduce the principle of analysing a grapheme in Dutch elemen-
tary handwriting instruction (Van Engen, 1994b, p. 70).

from every other in length and position within the slanted lines. A grapheme may
begin and end on these lines or between them, and may run close to or separate
from them. Consequently, indices are necessary as a reference, otherwise no exact
reproduction of a grapheme can be made. Gal’perin distinguished two types of indi-
ces: (1) dividing indices (often points) for marking the beginnings and endings of a
segment, and (2) guiding indices for maintaining the movement of very long seg-
ments. These indices bear a resemblance to the numbered arrows proposed by
Berninger et al. (1997), who designed a method for improving handwriting. Both
Gal’perin and Berninger et al. provide support for orientation during the writing
of graphemes.

Gal’perin taught the children to establish independently (though under the teach-
er’s guidance) the inventory of indices through analyzing the shapes of graphemes.
He designed a teaching strategy that has become his trademark. This strategy is
determined by its emphasis on a proper orienting basis and the execution of
materialized and verbal actions favourable to the internalization of the motor control
of the writing movements. Briefly, it proceeds as follows (as described in more detail
in Haenen, 1996). The teacher offers a model of a grapheme, explains the purpose
of the indices, and shows how one can isolate them. The explanation is accompanied
by a demonstration of only the first grapheme. Instead of providing the inventory
of indices, the teacher explains the principle of identifying them, namely, they are
placed where the line begins, ends and changes its direction. Beginning with the
second grapheme, the pupils independently (though under the teacher’s guidance)
isolate all indices, while the teacher merely corrects the mistakes. Thus, the pupils
establish for themselves the content of the orienting basis. This basis is complete
and general, i.e. the orienting basis contains a general principle, which is applicable
to any specific grapheme.

To assess the results of his method, Gal’perin designed a test series. After the
pupils had been taught, they were asked to correctly copy unfamiliar and unknown
graphemes from the Cyrillic, Georgian and Roman alphabets. The pupils analyzed
and copied the given graphemes quite easily. It appeared that transfer was not only
complete in the specific domain of writing Russian graphemes, but extended to other
alphabets and to graphic representations in general, in which the position of objects
on a plane is relevant, such as blueprints, drawings, and trajectories of moving bod-
ies. Gal’perin and his co-workers were surprised at how easily the pupils copied
graphic displays. Apparently, Gal’perin’s approach had enabled the pupils to transfer
the method of analyzing graphemes far beyond its boundaries. Because of the success
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of this “near–far transfer” (Brainerd, 1975), it is not surprising that other researchers
have been giving special attention to Gal’perin’s handwriting instructions.

6. Conclusion

In this final section, Gal’perin’s work is related to two aspects of educational
psychology focused on in current educational literature: orientation and language
use. First, the gist of Gal’perin’s concept of orientation may be found in the way
students learn to orient themselves to the distinctive features of the learning task. In
current educational parlance, orientation integrates aspects of self-regulated learning
(especially metacognitive strategies) as related to classroom academic performance.
Gal’perin conceptualized these components in his concept of a SCOBA (including
an “orienting chart”) as the core of an orienting basis. This is illustrated in his model
of handwriting instruction. As the results indicated, the handwriting-SCOBA facili-
tates students’ self-regulated learning, described by De Corte (1996, p. 38) as the
capacity and willingness to skillfully monitor and evaluate their own learning pro-
cess. This asks for active and independent students for which teachers should provide
powerful learning environments in which self-regulated learning can be most suc-
cessfully acquired (cf. Boekaerts, 1999). When teachers do this properly, we have
“instruction”. When this is guided by “systematic and validated principles and
theories, instruction becomes a design science” (Salomon & Perkins, 1998, p. 20).
Gal’perin’s approach facilitates the teaching–learning process, one of its aims being
to develop students’ self-regulatory skills. To underpin these skills, Gal’perin points
to the importance of the very early steps in the teaching–learning process. These
early steps are organized by him around an orienting basis aiming at presenting the
subject matter as a meaningful whole. This was illustrated by Gal’perin’s general
principle for analyzing graphemes as a starting point for handwriting instruction.

Secondly, special attention should be given to Gal’perin’s interpretation of langu-
age use in the classroom. Gal’perin emphasizes that the elaboration of an action
during communicated and dialogical thinking is of the utmost importance for the
formation of fully fledged mental actions. He makes explicit how dialogue and com-
munication in classrooms support individual learning. His line of reasoning fits con-
temporary sociocultural approaches to interaction and instructional discourse
(Mercer, 1995; Rogoff, 1998; Wells, 1999). Gal’perin sees communicated thinking
as a highly structured and distinctive way of acting verbally, comprehensible not
only to the learners themselves but to others as well. The execution of the action
meets the requirements of communicating in the language of the given subject matter.
The teacher represents the discipline from which the subject matter has been drawn
and functions as an expert. Gal’perin’s approach to the teacher’s role bears resem-
blance to the way teachers take on their role in reciprocal teaching (Palinscar,
Brown, & Campione, 1993). The teacher is a dialogue leader, introducing students
to a similar role through explicit instruction of metacognitive strategies for learning
from written texts. The students learn how to pose questions to fellow students, who
are trying to effectively comprehend texts. Not surprisingly reciprocal teaching ech-
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oes lines of reasoning developed in the tradition of sociocultural psychology (cf.
Wertsch, 1998).

Although orientation and language use are powerful tools in the hands of the
teacher, they should not be considered in isolation. The strength of Gal’perin’s
approach lies in the way he conceptualized the complexity and wholeness of teach-
ing–learning processes by means of a theoretical framework. The different aspects
of the approach must be properly integrated to bring about fully fledged mental
actions as the basic components of a cognitive “tool kit (...) that permits one to get
to higher grounds mentally” (Bruner, 1986, p. 73).
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