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Abstract: Perezhivanie is a concept that was originally defined by Vygotsky, but it did not become
a part of educational theory until recently. Today the concept has been revived, and it is now used
as a way to include emotional aspects into education and educational research. The concept also
provides a rationale for describing and forming personalised learning. The present study provides
a literature review with the aim of covering the variety in definitions of the concept, as well as the
different perspectives that the concept lends to research in general, and to research with focus on
early years education in particular. Results show that the concept has been applied within the most
common theoretical perspectives in use today (such as social, cultural and subjective perspectives)
with an interesting array of outcomes, such as design of educational methods, analysis of different
modes of experiencing and development of self-awareness. The use of this concept becomes a
shift toward more emotional perspectives of learning and development that may not be altogether
positive, as perezhivanie holds the risk of blurring the border between psychotherapy and education,
which is something that would provide new challenges for education in general and especially for
teacher education.
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1. Introduction

Perezhivanie is a concept that was defined in Vygotsky’s work [1,2]. In its most general
sense, it is a concept that has been used to describe the reasons for individual differences, in
what people focus on and how they then interpret this information [3]. Despite its potential
importance for educational theory, the concept was only recently revived in contemporary
research literature.

Today, the concept is used for holistic analysis of learning and development, as it pro-
vides a way to move beyond the dualism between the individual and the community [4–7].
This is a concept that could place focus on subjectivity in both learning and development
but may also hold the promise of far more overarching conclusions of what may affect
learning over the course of a lifetime [8]. The concept provides the logic to describe person-
alised learning outcomes, something that not only may help us gain insight regarding what
children learn today, but also provide a rationale for analysing past and future learning [8].
The concept has been interpreted, developed and used by many researchers over the last
decade, and in this process, it has diversified [9]. The purpose of this literature review is to
explore the contemporary literature that includes the concept of perezhivanie. The aim is to
find the diversity of applications and what the concept has to offer to educational research
in general and to early years education in particular.
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2. Background

As with many concepts, perezhivanie has been altered along the way, but in all its
diversity, there are two characteristics which are generally accepted. The first one is that
perezhivanie is generally used to understand individual differences in what people focus
on and how they then interpret this information. Perezhivanie means to understand “how
a child becomes aware of, interprets and emotionally relates to a certain event” [10]. These
individual interpretations are not seen as merely reflections of the external world, but
instead as transformations, that is, products of creative internal activity, as refractions [11].
The concept can be used for describing why the same situations are interpreted in different
ways by different people.

The second aspect relates to the processes through which perezhivanie itself changes.
Changes in perezhivanie are suggested to be the result of emotionally charged experiences
leading to changes in the way in which we relate to the surrounding environment. In
current literature, various expressions have been used to refer to these emotionally charged
experiences, such as “dramatic perezhivanie” [12], “predicament” [8] and “experiencing-as-
a-struggle” [13]. The origin of these emotionally charged experiences may be both coinci-
dental and consciously planned as in education or through psychoeducation, psychotherapy
and art. Examples of coincidental perezhivanie are found in unplanned, life-changing events,
such as living in exile or growing up with alcoholic parents [8]. Conscious perezhivanie can
be planned activities that become the driving force of children’s motivation [14].

3. Method

A Web of Science search was performed on the 9 of April 2021 with the word
“perezhivanie” as the topic. The search rendered 98 hits. From these ninety-eight pa-
pers, twenty-one were excluded (see Table S1). The reasons for exclusion were the language
(three were written in Russian, one in Portuguese, and one in Spanish), the type of text
(eight consisted of just an introduction or a short commentary) or because they were ir-
relevant to the goal of the present review (eight). The eight articles deemed irrelevant
were omitted because they diverged from the goal of understanding how perezhivanie is
currently situated in Early Childhood Education. Three articles were related to concurrent
problems of acting in the context of Stanislafki’s theory [15–17]. Other topics were learner
readiness of security officers-to-be [18], the issue of national and cultural self-determination
of L.S. Vygotsky [19], the notion of soperezhivanie [20] and a statistical analysis between
professional well-being and risk of turnover in early childhood professionals [21].

Nine articles, which did not show up in the Web of Science search, but were relevant
to the purpose of this review were introduced manually. These articles were added
because they provided essential information about the notion of perezhivanie [12,22],
play-worlds [23–28], and the theoretical work of Rey [29].

The first article included was published in 2003, with an increasing number of pub-
lished works over the ensuing seven years, and the highest number of articles, 24, was
published in 2016 (see Figure 1).

A thematic analysis [30] was used for categorising the articles as described in Table 1:

Table 1. Means for establishing trustworthiness at each phase of the thematic analysis.

Phases of Thematic Analysis Means of Establishing Trustworthiness

Phase 1. Obtaining data Store raw data in well-organised archives
Phase 2. Generating initial codes Researcher triangulation
Phase 3. Searching for themes Diagrams making sense of theme connections
Phase 4. Reviewing themes Test for adequacy returning to raw data
Phase 5. Defining and naming the themes Team consensus on themes
Phase 6. Producing the report Describing the analysis process in detail
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After the literature search, initial codes were generated by an initial familiarisation
of the remaining 85 papers. Three major categories were derived based on the kind of
theoretical perspective used, with the first category being the social perspective (26 articles).
This category included all articles in which perezhivanie was described as a social event. The
sociocultural perspective (10 articles) included articles in which perezhivanie was connected
to cultural mediation. The category called the subjective perspective (28 articles) included
all articles in which the individual’s internal interplay of meanings was in focus. Some
articles that included both the sociocultural and the individual approach were defined as
mixed (9 articles). Seven articles could not be categorised in any of these three categories
due to the originality of the content. This initial analysis was performed separately by two
of the authors, and then the results were compared.

To make sense of similarities within categories as well as connections between cate-
gories, a range of different parameters were used, such as direct reference theorists, use of
concepts, as well as the methodological choices made by the different authors.

For example, the articles categorised in the social perspective conceptualised perezhivanie
in the same manner as Veresov and Fleer [4]. Here, perezhivanie is used in connection with
the concepts of the general genetic law of human development, the social situation of
development, the real-ideal form, and the notion ‘dramatic perezhivanie’ [11]. The articles
categorised in the sociocultural perspective conceptualised perezhivanie in the same manner
as Ferholt, Nilsson and Clara [31,32]. Perezhivanie is here used in connection with the
concepts of symbolic mediation, cultural artifacts, and the social construction of reality.
The articles categorised in the individual perspective were mostly influenced by the works
of Rey, Roth & Jornet, and Poole & Huang [33–35]. Here, perezhivanie is linked to subjective
senses, subjective configurations and funds of identity.

The articles were then divided into observational research and intervention-based
research, and a second analysis was conducted to ascertain the different ways perezhivanie
has been operationalised in the literature and to test the categories for adequacy. Then,
a third analysis was performed of the 22 articles that were focused on early childhood
studies, and consensus on the categories was reached.

4. Results
4.1. Observational Research Papers
4.1.1. Research within the Social Perspective: Social Roles

In the social perspective, perezhivanie is identified in combination with concepts such
as the general genetic law of human development, the social situation of development,
the real-ideal form and the notion ‘dramatic perezhivanie’ [11]. The social environment is
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here seen as the source of personality and perezhivanie as formed by emotionally significant
events, events that are instigated by the social environment. In this perspective, a child’s
perezhivanie is a combination of all the significant events that occurred in his/her past.
The fields that are explored in this perspective are emotional regulation, school transition,
role-playing games, children’s scientific thinking, and science and technology in education.

Observational research mostly influenced by this theoretical perspective highlights
the social character of experiencing and learning. Here, terms such as “role adjustment”,
“social identity”, and “reader identity” are used for referring to how children “acquire
behaviour patterns (i.e., behaviour adjustment), build emotional identification of the roles
(i.e., emotional adjustment) and learn how to position themselves within a group (i.e., social
adjustment)” [36,37]. In educational research in particular, it describes specific socially
instigated events that cause change. The actual changes themselves include moving from
a self-centered behaviour to a collaterally-centered behaviour [38,39], development in
the way children conceptualise natural phenomena [40] or a change from “self-focused”
toward “child-focused perezhivanie” when describing parental development [41]. The
social-emotional interactions that cause or influence changes have been described as social
roles [39] and peer interactions with older children, parents or teachers [39]. Also, one’s
personal sense of belonging to a group holds social meaning, and this can be a cause for
change [42], as well as playing computer games together, where the difference between
real-life and game characters is seen as a source for change [43].

4.1.2. Research within the Sociocultural Perspective: Perezhivanie as the Result of
Mediated Cultural Representations

In the sociocultural perspective, the world is viewed as a sociocultural environment,
meaning that everything has a meaning and carries cultural content. Here perezhivanie
is connected to the concept of mediation. Within this perspective the individual does
not form a direct relationship with the environment; instead, “the subject’s agency is
mediated by cultural means in the transformation of the object” [31]. Signs, concepts,
discourses, cultural representations, traditions and artifacts can function as mediating tools.
Perezhivanie then stresses how the cultural context determines how people signify their
experiences. Research mostly influenced by this theoretical perspective describes what
effect cultural representations have on individuals’ experiences. No educational research
was found within this perspective; instead, experiences, such as death, have been explored.
For example, different cultures’ representations of death can affect the emotional content
of that experience. The difference between “my mother doesn’t exist anymore and I will
never see her again,” or “my mother is now in heaven and is observing me” can have
substantially different emotional outcomes for the individual [31,44]. Fields which are
explored in this analysis are emotion regulation and special education.

4.1.3. Research within the Individual Perspective: Perezhivanie as an Inner Production

In the subjective perspective, the notion of social environment is abandoned, and
perezhivanie is seen as an inner production, a creation based on subjective senses and config-
urations [33,34,45]. Perezhivanie is seen as varying “depending on which characteristics of
personality are at play in the given situation” [46]. The subjective senses used in each situa-
tion define the content of perezhivanie. Research within this perspective acknowledges that
a person exhibits a tendency of interpreting different things in a similar manner. In other
words, subjective senses express themselves in patterns. These patterns of making sense
are called subjective configurations. Within this theoretical perspective, perezhivanie is seen
strictly as an individual phenomenon, which cannot be generalised to other individuals.
An individual experience cannot be attributed to other people. A representative example
of this kind of research appears in the field of early childhood education [47], in which
researchers explored how a pacifier becomes an artifact of interchanging meanings between
different actors. The pacifier becomes a sign of posessivity, discipline or a form of teaching
social interaction. This interchange was the product of the specific circumstances and the
individual meanings which were at play.
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4.2. Intervention-Based Research Papers
4.2.1. Research within the Social Perspective: Play as a Motivational Environment/
Pedagogical Instrument

Researchers influenced by the social perspective apply perezhivanie in experimental
research as a pedagogical instrument. Here, the researcher’s goal is to create a situation
that will become a significant experience or dramatic event for the learner. Scientific play-
worlds is one example of a pedagogical method that focuses on children’s interests and
emotional connections [23]. The methodology of scientific play-worlds has been used for
the purpose of teaching engineering and STEM in preschools [24–26,48] as well as for the
adult population. Results show that the method has successfully been applied to change
an individual’s stance towards science [49] and to develop executive functions [50,51] and
science concepts [14].

4.2.2. Research within the Cultural and the Individual Perspectives: Drama as a Method
for Exploring Modes of Experiencing

Similar to research derived from the social perspective, research derived from the
sociocultural and subjective perspectives used perezhivanie to develop pedagogical methods
for educational purposes. Drama or “fantasy-based struggles” [52] or fairy tales [53] are
two of the methods developed for including emotional experiences. The goal of these
methods is not to explore subject-specific knowledge, but instead to promote or cultivate
self-reliance and self-confidence [27]. Topics such as fear, security, loneliness, racism,
marginalisation and the feeling of being worthless or denied are common [28,54]. Conflicts
are embedded inside the storyline, and the method supports children in experiencing
the unknown in a secure, fictional environment. This perspective also includes research
on disorders within the autistic-spectra, where research following similar methodology
supported children in their exploration of the environment without having emotional
crises [55].

4.2.3. Research within the Individual Perspective: Cultivating Self-Awareness

The present analysis identified a distinct group of experimental research inspired for
the most part by the individual perspective. Similar to the other perspectives, perezhivanie re-
lates to an emotional experience that provokes new ways of thinking about a situation [8,56].
Reworking emotional experience is one approach used for overcoming a traumatic expe-
rience. Researchers, inspired by this aspect of perezhivanie, attempt to operationalise it in
concrete experiments in the form of cultivating self-awareness abilities. In the educational
context, research results show that it would be valuable for children, educators, and adults
to receive training for developing their self-reflection processes. Reflective journals [57,58],
collaborative forums [59,60] or group writing conferences [61] are methods suggested to
help teachers in their self-reflection [62,63].

In research focused on children, methods like drawing self-portraits [64] and using
avatars [65] have been found to contribute to children’s emotional regulation [31,66,67].
This line of research has the goal of helping teachers “know their students as complex,
creative, and competent individuals with pasts and futures” [35,68]. Children’s sub-
jectivity is also explored here through the use of avatars [65] with the aim to develop
self-understanding, identity [64] and emotional control [67].

As perezhivanie is connected to learning and development, much of the research
conducted comes from early years learning. An analysis of the results derived from this
research is important for understanding the contemporary use of the concept.

4.3. Early Childhood Education Papers

The content covered within the 22 articles related to early childhood research was
analysed to explore what specific aspects perezhivanie contributes, especially to research
in early years education. In general, the concept has provided early years education with
means to explore children’s individual, emotional interpretations of events and to focus
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on the emotional contribution to development. Secondly, it has been used for deriving
educational methods. The first category, that of development, includes the development
of executive functions (Ef) [51], social relations [69] during the transition between educa-
tional levels [39,69,70] or cultural transitions [36,39,42], emotional regulation [41], teachers’
professional development [20,59,63,71] and the development of scientific concepts [40,72].

The second category of research involves educational methods for creating meaningful
learning situations [55], a category that focuses on contextualised learning situations for
creating common meanings [47] and positive emotional involvement from groups of
children through the use of fairy tales [19], games [73], play-worlds [73], and role play [55].
Using perezhivanie as the unit of analysis does indeed provide a fine-grained level of
analysis, which when applied to early years education can help educators to support the
development of emotional regulation and positive attitudes toward different topics. Some
of these results are described in the following sections.

4.3.1. Development of Executive Functions

Results show the use of play-worlds and the teacher’s role for developing children’s
executive functions (Ef). Executive functions include working memory, inhibitory control
and cognitive flexibility, aspects that are seen as essential for school readiness. Play-worlds
are here suggested as important frameworks for the development of Efs in particular, since
discussions of the events in the play-world provide means for children to think deliberately
of their role and to make plans. Research has shown that in the context of imaginary play,
children trained their working memory as they were capable of adopting new game rules
as a result of the roles they undertook. Similar results were facilitated with the ability to
inhibit and self-regulate [51]. Imaginary play also allows teachers to embed problems and
extended discussions make the children remember plots/roles and rules [73], all of which
support the development of Efs.

4.3.2. Development through Social Relations

A series of different studies have been performed, and analysis of play-dates shows
the importance of both individual and collective aspects of social interactions. Supporting
individual children to learn social roles like taking turns and waiting for each other is
important, since the individual affects the collective and the collective the individual. The
inclusion of the child into planning play-dates gives agency to the child and provides them
opportunities to discuss both the content and social interactions within the play-date. Other
studies have shown that children as young as toddlers interact with familiar objects, such
as pacifiers, and create shared meaning through imitations of movements and gestures [47].

4.3.3. Development through Cultural Transitions

Children in either transitions between educational levels or transitions between coun-
tries may experience emotional crisis that can bring about development. Events like
unpacking familiar toys in a new country have been studied, and results show that the
event may be a positive experience for one child as the old toys may hold symbolic meaning
for the child, while for another child familiar things in a new environment produces a
more negative emotional crisis [42]. Research concerning bi-cultural transitions to school
does indeed emphasise the subjective interpretations by showing how children from the
same culture have different emotional and cultural experiences as well as cognitive under-
standings. Results show that subjective analysis is important to support the individuals’
transitions better [36,70] and that every transition is unique from the child’s perspective [69].
Transitions especially signify potential crisis, and crisis handled the wrong way can be
harmful for learning and development [69].

4.3.4. Development through Professional Development

Here, emotional aspects of early years teachers were studied for several reasons.
Emotional investments are important for early years educators, when at the same time
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personal feelings are difficult to combine with their professional role [63]. An approach for
development of pedagogical practices that includes emotional aspects has been suggested.
The approach involves collaborative forums where teachers video-record and together with
other teachers analyse their communication; one result from this study was the importance
of communicating with the children on their level [59]. Also, teachers’ own experiences of
their workplaces have been explored through the concept of wellness, and results show
that this concept for the teachers is a combination of physical, cognitive, psychological and
emotional aspects, as well as a balance between demands and resources [20].

4.3.5. Emotional Development

In early years education, much focus is placed on emotional development within this
field of research and has been performed to explore parents’ contribution to children’s
emotional development. Results show that parents’ awareness of their emotional responses
(affect in intellect), such as parents’ awareness of their own anger, is an important aspect for
emotional regulation, something that helps to support children’s emotional development
and shows the collective nature of the subject and the environment [41].

4.3.6. Developing Educational Methods

Results show the importance of the subjective aspects in learning experiences by
revealing how role play created emotional experiences for one child and also provided
an entry into the social world [55]. Other research projects use perezhivanie for designing
emotionally connected learning situations; here, positive emotions are analysed through
gestures and verbal expressions as well as body language. Results show that adults
are keener to participate in games than play and that games can help change people’s
attitudes [34]. Other emotionally connected learning situations can involve creating en-
vironments of co-experiencing, where emotions like sadness or joy can be discussed and
generalised through the use of fairy tales [39].

4.3.7. Developing Scientific Concepts

Results show children’s personal descriptions of what is included in the concepts of
clouds, where the starting point was metaphysical interpretations of divine intervention.
With help, this description progressed toward the inclusion of sky and air and dust, and
then further toward the inclusion of rain, drizzle and rainbows. Detailed analysis provides
more and improved dynamic support for young children’s learning and development [40].

5. Discussion
5.1. Contributions of Perezhivanie to Contemporary Research in General

There are two general aspects of perezhivanie that appear in the literature: (a) perezhivanie
is used for understanding differences in what we focus on and how this event is interpreted,
and (b) perezhivanie itself is changed by intentionally creating emotionally connected expe-
riences. Indeed, perezhivanie is used in connection to learning, seen as a change, within all
articles. The difference between the different theoretical perspectives in the operationali-
sation of perezhivanie provides means for focusing on various aspects, such as changes in
social relations, changes by cultural mediations, or changes in the individual.

Research influenced by the social perspective situates perezhivanie within the context
of social dynamics and places focus on social positioning or the development of pedagog-
ical methods intentionally designed to create positive experiences of learning [24,25,28].
Here, the concept of perezhivanie provides a logic for intentionally affecting learning over
a lifetime.

The sociocultural and subjective perspectives are sources of inspiration for experimen-
tal research, which lead to the result that the significance of perezhivanie was not to identify
an experience, but rather to train all relevant actors in the educational context to be self-
aware of their perezhivanie processes [59,61]. This line of research blurs the border between
education and psychology, in the sense that it suggests that teachers and students should
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learn methods for self-exploration. The learning in focus here is emotional exploration,
which may help in facing the challenges that education in general poses nowadays.

5.2. Perezhivanie in Research Concerning Early Childhood Education

Perezhivanie can be considered as a theoretical concept that allows the study of a broad
array of aspects surrounding the child’s development in general and science education in
particular. It is a concept that re-establishes a connection between early years education and
psychology, building a bridge between the two disciplines. This connection raises a series
of questions regarding emotional and professional care, as well as questions regarding
emotional development in general.

The concept has indeed become an important analytical tool to apply in early child-
hood research. The diversity of perspectives shows that the scientific community is still
making progress toward understanding the notion of perezhivanie and experience. Consid-
ering this discussion with regard to early childhood education, the concept of perezhivanie
is opening up a wide variety of research questions and problems [43]. There is extensive
growth especially in early childhood education, signifying a turn towards processes of
individual learning and subjectivity [47].

5.3. Limitations to the Study

By limiting the literature search to Web of Science, important contributions to current
research may have been overlooked. The results may also have been affected by the fact
that the categorisations were based on only two independent analyses.
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