CHAPTER ]. O

LEV VYGOTSKY’S
SOCIOCULTURAL
THEORY OF DEVELOPMENT

.-/_\\'

Where was I when you were born?

-—3-year-old boy to his father

Thought is not merely expressed in words; it comes into existence
througb them.

—Lev Vygotsky

we view the growth of cognition in human beings. Piaget's stage-oriented

any theories of development have had important influences on the way
M approach may be the most popular (and some might say the most
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Lev Vygorsky's Sociocultural Theory 279

Western scholars, and, perhaps most important, the direct application of his ideas
to education. :
Vygotsky’s approach is known as a sociocultural theory, which means that
it emphasizes the influence of social interaction and culture in development.
According to Vygotsky, social interaction leads to changes in children’s thinking
(and then their behavior), and because behavior is rooted in the social context in
which it occurs, both thought and behavior vary depending on the cultures in
which they take place. Vygotsky suggests that the child's development depends on Vygotsky's theor
the child’s interactions with other people and with the tools (such as language) is sociozultural i)rl]
that the culture provides to help form the child’s view of the world. According to nature; that is, it
his theory, the fundamental process of learning takes place through the child’s emphasizes the
interaction with a more knowledgeable person, be that an adult (such as a parent social context
or a teacher) or a peer. It is interesting to note that psychologists working within Within which
ep . ¥ development
many different perspectives embrace this view. takes place.
In sum, development always results from internal mental processes (some-
times called 7nstrumental), which have their origins in external mental processes
(sometimes called intermental). That is, for the development of the child’s mind
to take place, the child must be involved in culture-specific activities (such as edu-
cation, family rituals, or community activities), which provide a structure within
which cognitive and social development can take place.
Although the sociocultural label fits Wgotsky’s theory well, it is also some-
times referred to as a cultural-bistorical theory or a sociohistorical theory—both
labels that further emphasize the theory’s view of the comprehensiveness of the
relationship between the individual and his or her culture. It should also be noted
that Vygotsky is by no means seen only as a cognitive psychologist; for example,
learning theory~based developmental psychologists also endorse his views of the
learning process.
Four major ideas underlie Vygotsky’s theory. First, children construct their
own knowledge. That is, children are active participants in their own development
(this is a notion similar to that expressed by Sandra Scarr [1993], as discussed in
Chapter 2). Children are participants not only in shaping their own wants and
needs, but even in constructing the kind, type, and quality of knowledge they need
to negotiate their everyday existence. For example, given the need to learn how to
read, a child will (given the proper environment) seek out opportunities to learn
how to read or to improve his or her reading skills.
. ) . Vygotsky asserts
Second, development cannot be separated JSrom it social context. Simply that development
stated, development and social context are one and the same. The process of cannot be
development relies on maturation and environmental effects, and it always takes separated from
place in some social context. According to Vygotsky's view, if two identical children the social
with identical sets of genes are raised in different social contexts, or cultures, their context within
) , , , which it occurs.
processes of development will be different. The relationship between culture and
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Lev Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory 281

What the Child Needs to Know

T
Zone of Proximal Development

A

What the Child Knows

FIGURE 10.1 The Zone of Proximal Development

teacher represents part of the political ideology of the society within which
Vygotsky developed his ideas—that is, one in which individuals were expected to
look to the state for support and assistance.

The zone of proximal development (illustrated in Figure 10.1) may thus be
thought of as the difference between the child’s capacity to solve problems on his
or her own and the child’s capacity to solve problems with assistance (whether
from an adult or a peer). The child’s current developmental level consists of all the
functions and activities that the child can perform on his or her own, without the
help of anyone else. The ZPD includes all the functions and activities that the child
can perform only with the assistance of someone else, The other person in this
process provides structured but not intrusive intervention (this is called scaffold-
ing, which I discuss further below); this person may be a schoolteacher, a parent,
a peer, or anyone else who knows and understands the material being taught.

The job of the teacher, or “helper,” defined broadly, is to move the child away
from what he or she already knows and toward what he or she needs to know. The
ZPD, is the optimal place for learning to occur, because motivation is maximized in
this zone. The child is curious enough to seek out new ideas and is sufficiently
grounded in old ones.

The ZPD and the Development of Speech and Language

An example of the process through which a child might learn speech and
language will help to illustrate how the concept of the ZPD has direct application
to children’s development. Tharp and Gallimore (1988) discuss the acquisition
of language as a four-stage sequence. The child begins at the level of his or her
basic capacity and then progresses through Stage 2, where that capacity is



01 SOWIOD I2ASIBYM JI SE §,)] 'SSOUSNOIISUOD JO Weans Jo angojelp Suiuuni Jo pupy
 SuluTeIUEW [9SISY JO -WIY O SY[EI AJUBISUOD PIIYd Y ‘st 1ey], ‘uouswouayd
SuLInd20 Apualsisuod e se sadiowsa a8enSue| pue 1ySnoyl usamiaq UONDJEISIUI
250}0 Y1 ‘a8e1s sy U ‘sudps TeuINXa Jo 58e1s S SB UMOU| OS[E Si SIY1 'gI3ads
511U22083 sosn ppyd 9yl ‘(z1 01 £ sa8e Aprewixoidde ‘siedk [OOYSS S, Py
ay1 JO 1s0W J0j SISE| Yd1ym) 2duanbas [eruswdopasp syl jo a8e1s payl syl 1
‘a8engue|
39y 10 STy AJipows 10U $20p Sursjuiy s,ppyd ayi pue ‘a8engue] 4q padusanjjul 10U si
SYUIY) PIIYD 2Y3 ABm 93 INq ‘SEIPI PUE SPIIU S1ED[UNWWOD 03 3Fenduel s3sn pryd
ayy, ‘seapt a1gindiuew 01 J|qE 10U A[uTEIID S| P[IYD Y3 PuE ‘seapi A[LIessad3U 10U
‘sBuryy Bunuasaidal ‘anieu uj J[OQWIAS [[1IS ST 31 asnEd3q ‘ss9001d Supjuiyl s, ppyo
ay Jo wred ® Jou s1 98818 siys e a8enSue] 18 s Joromoy ‘Jueriodut ISOW ‘yoaads
s,plIyo 9y jo swred [ei8aiul swodaq xeyuhs pue Jewweld ‘98eis sy up ASojoyo
-Asd aayeu skeidsip plIyo oys ‘(s1eak L 01 Z sa8e A[y8noai) a8eis puodas ayl uj
(‘pua 39410 3Y) 1B 3 0) PAIIPISU0D
aq pinom Anpoey s8enSue| diseq 1SOW Y3 USAS dO[PAIP 1,UOP OYM UIPJIYD SE
18n[ “‘UOHNGISIP [EWLIOU 3Y] JO PUS SUO PIEMO] 3] O] PISPISU0d 3q pinom A3
nq ‘sydesered [y 10U Ji ‘S2d0UUSS UY jeads Oym UIPJIYD PIO-JIUOW-8] SWOS
‘95101 JO ‘olB 2I9YJ) 'SWN SIYI JO 1SOW JOj 331011adaI [BNIdI|RIUl pUE [B1I0S
S,PIUo oY dn EW SIOABYI] PIUONIPUOD A[ISES pUE ‘SaffWs [e100s ‘Surqqeq
‘Su1007) Juawdo[PAap [ENIDS[PIUI S,PIIYD Y} 10j dueoyiuds ou sey a3els siyl 1e
yooads ‘suoseas [epos Ajpand 1sowre Joj Yyoaads sasn pyd dy3 ‘(s1ea4 g Inoge 03
yuiq wouy) a8eys saprunad Jo fesngen ay1 ‘sa8els s,As1084A Jo 151y au uf
‘(6 191deyD 235) s,19881d pue
sa8e1S JnOJ S,A4S1I084A USOMID] SONLIE[ILUIS 3 IION MO[3( SIBeIs asaY) sSNOSIP |
YoM uryum spomswey erdaduod ays st ey pue ‘98enSuel Jo Juswdojaasp Ay
uI20U0D 2andadsiad [EON2109Y3 SIY INOGE SBUNLIM SIY uT SaAIS As1084A sopdwex?
ayp jo Auepy -a8uByd> Pue YIMOIS I8 UORDEISIUI SIY JO SINSaI Sy, ‘siydnouy
[BUI2IUl S,pIYo 9yl jo somenb 2yl pue Ananoe 3 jo sonmenb oyl usamiaq
anel-pue-2AI8 B ‘st Jeyl—diysuoneR1 [eoNJSfelp B AQ pazLRIdBIEyd ST UOym
JO yoea ‘sa8els Inoj OIUT UMOP UIOI] ST IYSNOY) [BUIANUL 01 SIDUSN[JUT [BUINXD
W01} UOHISUEN §,PIIYd 243 ‘41033 S,As1084A U] "uOryse] i[28e1s & Ul SINdJ0 Jua
-dojasap 1Y) panarpq As1084A ‘sisiBojoyodsd eiuawdofeasp Jaylo Auews AT

‘ymouBus pue
“yoaads a1uad08s
‘ABojoyoAsd anjeu
‘a8e1s annwnd
ay :sadeys punsip
AjpAnelijenb

1noj ojul (38enSue)
pue yd3ads

jo wswdojanap
ay Ajjerdadss)
juawdojansp Jo
ssadcoid ayp umop
s)ealq AYs108AA
‘s)5180j0yaAsd
jeuawdoanap
Bylo0 N

INTFWdOTIATA 40 ADNANOHS THL

‘ureSe 23u0 premio] asow 01 djay uo satR1 piYd Y ‘autod sIyl 1V SaZUS|EYD
mau yim urede suidaq ssa001d 91 ‘UONEBULIOJUT MU Sy J2A0 A1915BUl JO 22183p
owios sured pPiYS Y1 JoNe ‘Yoym Ul ‘y 98e1g 01 speaj A[[erniusas yoiym ‘UoneusIojul
a1 jo SurpueisIopun J3Y JO STY SSZI[BUIANUL PIIYD 343 ‘¢ 9Fe1S 1V 'padoja4ap 1ayuny

MIIA TVINIFWdOTIATA-JALLINDOD HHL <8¢



Lev Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory 283

—— On the Web ——

The development of language is an important part of Vygotsky's theory
because it is through communication that we get to know the world and the
world, in turn, shapes us. Caroline Bowen, a speech and language patholo-
gist, maintains a Web site with links to more than 200 other sites providing
information about language and related topics, at http: /members.tripod.
com/Caroline_Bowen /home.himl. This site is a great place to start if you
want to learn more about this almost uniquely human behavior,

the child’s mind also comes out of the child's mouth. According to Vygotsky, it is
at this stage that language actually bhegins to influence the child’s thinking and, in
turn, the child’s thinking begins to influence language.

During the fourth stage in this sequence (approximately age 12 and beyond),
called ingrowth, language takes on its full-blown significance as a mature way for
the individual to use symbols in thinking about the world. At this stage, inner
speech (thinking about things) influences outer speech (communicating those
things to others), and the reverse occurs as well.

EDUCATIONAL APPLICATIONS
OF VYGOTSKY’S APPROACH

Given the time in which Vygotsky worked, during which there was a great deal of
emphasis on reeducating the Russian people following the revolution, it is no sur-
prise that his primary concern was education. Several fundamental educational
practices have grown out of Vygotsky's theoretical viewpoint on child development
and learning, some of which are described below.

Scaffolding

The term scaffolding refers to techniques an educator uses to build bridges
between what the child knows and what the child needs to know (or what the
child is being taught), as shown in Figure 10.2. Scaffolding (much like the
scaffolding used by builders and renovators working on buildings) serves as
a supportive structure that connects the knowing child to the all-knowing child
(at least within the realm of what is to be known). The educator (whether a
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Lev Wygotsky's Sociocultural Theory 285

On the Web ——

If you're planning on being a teacher (either formal or informal), or you
already arc one, you should know about how Wgotsky's concept of scaffold-
ing can be applied in the classroom. In their paper “Scaffolding Children's
Thinking: Doing Wygotsky in the Classroom With National Curriculum
Assessment,” at http://www.lecds.ac.uk/cduu)l/(l()cuments/()()00()0583.htm,
David Leat and Adam Nichol provide a practical example.

Reciprocal Teaching : According to
Vygotsky, the
The idea of reciprocal teaching (the concept thar learning goes both ways, Child’s teachers,
from teacher to student and vice versa) is based in the Wgotsky model’s emphasis peers,tand id
on the importance of social roles when it comes to learning. Constructive and &a;ir;ﬁs,g rx;nhe
meaningful dialogue between teacher and learner (or learners) is valuable for the cultural and
learners of any age. The teacher (whether a formal teacher, a parent, or a peer) social stimulation
offers a model that the learner imitates (if the conditions are right, as discussed in that enables
Chapter 8), and then the learner is reinforced for this behavior through his or her development

. . . to occur.
accomplishment (and possibly also through material reinforcers). ceur

VYGOTSKY IN THE REAL WORLD

Below are brief descriptions of a few ways in which Vygotsky’s theory has been
applied in some real-world educational settings, particularly settings that focus on
language and mathematics achievement.

Tools of the Mind

Tools of the Mind is a program for teaching reading and writing that is funded
by Best Practices in Education, a nonprofit organization devoted to familiarizing
teachers in the United States with educational practices that originated in Europe.
The important feature of Tools of the Mind is that the program uses a set of teach-
ing techniques that are designed to encourage children to become self-regulating,
self-directed learners. When taught by teachers using these techniques, children
stay on task longer and learn to learn on their own, which means the teachers can
spend less time on classroom management and have more time for teaching,
Among other techniques, the Tools of the Mind program employs scaffolding
(described above), learning goals, and classroomwide learning plans or menus.






