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The concept that a culture's patterns and beliefs are social constructions (as 
explained in Chapter 1) is easy for sociocultural theorists to understand. The re-
ality that something is socially constructed does not reduce its power or impor-
tance; quite the opposite. Values are among the most potent forces, shaping the 
development of every member of the culture. This point was stressed by 
Vygotsky, who himself was a teacher and argued that mentally and physically 
disabled children can learn (Vygotsky, 1925/1994). If people believe that "every 
child can learn," they are likely to find a way to teach every child. 

The Zone of Proximal Development 
According to sociocultural theory, what people need to learn depends on their 
culture, but how they learn is always the same, whether they are learning a man-
ual skill, a social custom, or a language. Cultural context, the behavior of others, 
and guided participation are always part of the process. 

For learning to occur, a teacher (who can be a parent or peer as well as a pro-
fessional) draws the learner into his or her zone of proximal development, the 
skills that the learner can master with assistance but cannot yet perform independ-
ently. Through sensitive assessment of the learner's ability and capacity for 
growth, the teacher engages the student's participation, guiding the transition 
from assisted performance to independent achievement. The teacher must avoid 
two opposite dangers, boredom and failure. Some frustration is permitted, but the 
learner must be actively engaged, never passive or overwhelmed (see Figure 2.5). 

To make this abstract-seeming process more concrete, let's take a simple 
example—a father teaching his 5-year-old daughter to ride a bicycle. He probably 

Especially for Nurses Using guided 
participation, how would you teach a young child 
who has asthma to breathe with a nebulizer? 

zone of proximal development In sociocultural 
theory, the range of skills that a learner can 
exercise and master with assistance but cannot 
yet perform independently. According to Vygot-
sky, learning can occur within this zone. 

 
 

 
FIGURE 2.5 The Magic Middle Somewhere 
between the boring and the impossible is the zone 
of proximal development, where interaction 
between teacher and learner results in knowledge 
never before grasped or skills not already mastered. 
The intellectual excitement of that zone is the origin 
of the joy that both instruction and study can bring. 
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Learning to Ride Although they are usually not 
aware of it, children learn most of their skills 
because adults guide them carefully. What would 
happen if this father let go? 

Especially for Teachers Following Vygotsky's 
precepts, how might you teach reading to an entire 
class of first-graders at various skill levels? 

 

begins by slowly rolling her along, supporting her weight while telling her to 
keep her hands on the bars and her feet on the pedals, to push the right and left 
pedals in rhythm, and to look straight ahead. As she becomes more comfortable 
and confident, he begins to roll her along more quickly, noting out loud that she 
is now able to keep her legs pumping in a steady rhythm. Within another lesson 
or two he is jogging beside her, holding on to just the handlebar. When he senses 
that, with a little more momentum, she could maintain her balance by herself, he 
urges her to pedal faster and slowly loosens his grip. Perhaps without her even 
realizing it, she is riding on her own. 

Note that this is not instruction by rote. Learning must be active: No child 
learns to ride a bike by memorizing written instructions. Social and cultural skills 
are almost impossible to transmit unless the teacher has mastered them: If a 
father intellectually understands the general principles but does not know how 
to ride, he is best advised to let his bike-riding wife do the instructing. 

Learning must also be individualized. Some children need more assurance 
than others; instruction is modified for the particular learner. A parent needs to 
listen and sense exactly whether more support or more freedom is needed at 
each moment, so the process is constantly adjusted. 

Such excursions into and through the zone of proximal development are 
commonplace, not only in childhood but throughout life. Ideally, the learning 
process follows the same general pattern in all instances: The mentor, sensitively 
attuned to the learner's ever-shifting abilities and motivation, continually urges 
the learner on to new levels of competence, while the learner asks questions and 
shows signs of progress that guide and inspire the mentor. The particular skills 
and processes vary enormously from culture to culture, but the overall social en-
gagement is the same. 

Sociocultural theorists have been criticized for overlooking developmental 
processes that are not primarily social. Vygotsky's theory, in particular, has been 
viewed as neglecting the role of genes in guiding development, especially with 
regard to neurological maturation in mental processes (Wertsch, 1985; Wertsch 
& Tulviste, 1992). The other emerging theory, which we will now discuss, begins 
with genetics. 

 


