
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  
Lev Vygotsky, ever heard of him?  If not, read no further; this workshop is a MUST!  If 
you άsorta, kindaέ know of him ς you smile and nod your head when people say things 
ƭƛƪŜΣ ά½ƻƴŜ ƻŦ tǊƻȄƛƳŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ,έ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛǎƘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴŜǿ ƳƻǊŜΣ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ 
workshop!  If you know his theories fairly well, but desire more ideas on how to apply 
them in the afterschool profession, you are in luck.  Do you think the social 
environment is an important part of afterschool?  ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ 
ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦ  ²ŜΩƭƭ 
explore the man and some of his theories:  Sociocultural Theory, the Zone of Proximal 
Development, the Psychology of Play, Thinking and Speaking, and Moral Education.  
We will also explore άScaffoldingέ and discuss comparisons between Vygotsky and 
tƛŀƎŜǘΦ  ²ŜΩƭƭ ōǊƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƻǇƛŎ ƘƻƳŜ ς back to practical application of theory to 
afterschool programming.  Sound like a dry lecture?  No way ς come learn and have a 
good time! 
Available as a single or double- session workshop. 
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Introduction  

"Words play a central part not only in the development of thought but in the historical growth of consciousness 
as a whole. A word is a microcosm of human consciousness." ς Lev Vygotsky 

The major theme of Vygotsky's theoretical framework is that social interaction plays a fundamental role in the 
development of cognition. Vygotsky stated: "Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice: 
first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and then 
inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the 
formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals." (1978, 
p57).  Vygotsky's theory was an attempt to explain consciousness as the end product of socialization. For 
example, in the learning of language, our first utterances with peers or adults are for the purpose of 
communication but in time, they become internalized as "inner speech." ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
importance of peers and teachers to the ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ 

Sociocultural Theory  
Vygotsky was an educational psychologist.  He emphasized a sociocultural theory. This theory suggests that 
social interaction leads to continuous step-by-step changes in a child's thought and behavior that can vary 
greatly from culture to culture. His theory suggests that development depends on interaction with people and 
ǘƘŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŦƻǊƳ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ  
 
There are three ways a cultural tool can be passed from one individual 
to another.  The first one is imitative learning, where one person tries to 
imitate or copy another. The second is by instructed learning which 
involves remembering the instructions of the teacher and then using 
these instructions to self-regulate. The final way is through collaborative 
learning, which involves a group of peers who strive to understand each 
other and work together to learn a specific skill.  
 
His theory combines the social environment and cognition. He believed 
children acquire the ways of thinking and behaving that make up a 
culture by interacting with a more knowledgeable person and that social 
interaction leads to ongoing changes in a child's thought and behavior, 
which would vary between cultures.  
 
Vygotsky incorporates these elements in his model of human 
development in a sociocultural approach.  For him, development in 
children is a result of their culture. Development, in ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ theory, applied mainly to thought, mental 
development, language and the reasoning process.  These abilities develop through social interactions with 
peers, parents, and teachers and represent the shared knowledge of the culture.  
 
Culture makes two types of contributions to the intellectual development of children.  First, children acquire 
much of their thinking (knowledge) from it.  Second, children acquire the processes or means of their thinking 
(tools of intellectual adaptation) from the surrounding culture.  Culture provides the children with the means 
to think, what to think and how to think.  
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Vygotsky viewed cognitive development as a 
result of a dialectical process, where children 
learn through shared problem solving 
experiences with someone else, such as 
parents, teacher, siblings or a peer.  
Originally, the people interacting with 
children undertake most of the responsibility 
for guiding the problem solving, but 
gradually this responsibility transfers to 
children.  Although these interactions can 
take many forms, Vygotsky stresses dialogue.  
It is primarily through their speech that 
adults transmit to children the rich body of 
knowledge that exists in their culture.   
 
As learning progresses, language becomes 
the primary tool of intellectual 
transformation in children.  He studied 
private speech, where very young children 

speak to themselves to plan or guide their own behavior. This is common among preschoolers engaged in 
parallel play, who have not yet learned proper social skills but are exploring the concepts. Children often use 
private speech when a task becomes too difficult and theȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ know how to proceed. Private speech helps 
children accomplish a task.  
 
At first, children use their own άǎŜƭŦ ǘŀƭƪέ to direct their behavior in much thŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 
speech once directed it.  For example, my 18 month old daughter will be in the act of reaching toward 
something that she knows is something that she is not supposed to touch.  In mid-reach, she shakes her head 
ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ άbƻΣ ƴƻΣ ƴƻέ ǎǘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƻǳŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƎƛƭŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘΦ   
 
This transition reflects ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ theme of development as a process of internalization.  Bodies of knowledge 
and tools of thought at first exist outside the child, in the culture of the environment (parents who prohibit 
touching a certain item).  Vygotsky believed private speech changes with age, by becoming softer and 
eventually just the whisper that is inner speech.  9ǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ Ƴȅ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ άbƻΩǎέ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ 
and her will power.  Development consists of gradual internalization, primarily through language, to form 
cultural adaptation.   
 
The result is that children become more socialized in the dominant culture, which in turn induces cognitive 
development. For example, if a child is raised in a culture that sends a message to sit still and listenΣ ά5ƻƴΩǘ 
ǘƻǳŎƘ ƛǘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōǊŜŀƪ ƛǘέ ŀƴŘ ά.Ŝ ǎŜŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ƘŜŀǊŘΣέ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛƭƭ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ 
affect her attitudes about interacting with the environment, which influences cognitive development.  If on 
the other hand, children are raised in an environment where they are encouraged to explore everything, run 
fast, talk and interact with others, and take risks; then they will internalize entirely different voices and 
messages which in turn affect cognitive development. 

  

4 Basic Principles Underlying 
the Vygotskian Framework 

1. Children construct their 
knowledge 

2. Development cannot be separated 
from its social context 

3. All higher functions originate as 
social relationships. 

4. Language plays a central role in 
mental development. 
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Psychology of Play 
άThrough play the child develops abstract meaning separate from the objects in the world which is a critical 
feature in the development of all higher mental functions.έ ς Lev Vygotsky 

Defining Play  

Pleasure Principle, Wish Fulfillment, Imagination with  Action 
 
±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ research on play as a psychological phenomenon and its role in the child's development has 
ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƛǎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ōŀǎŜ.  He believed that from a child development 
perspective, play is the leading source of development.  
 
He thought the predominant definition of play based merely on the pleasure it gives was not adequate first 
because there are activities that give the child much keener experiences of pleasure than play (for example 
sucking/pacifying behaviors), and second because of the popularity of games in which the activity itself does 
not afford pleasure (for example sports which are very often accompanied by a keen sense of displeasure 
when the outcome is unfavorable to the child). 
 
He viewed play as meeting the childrenΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ, incentives, wants, and motivation to act in the broadest sense 
as they grow and develop.  He thought play was based on the maturing of new needs and new motivations.  
Children satisfy certain needs and incentives in play.  Without understanding the special nature of these 
incentives, we cannot imagine the uniqueness of that type of activity we call play. 
 
At the preschool stage, ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
development and that are spontaneously expressed in play. He believed that if there were no development of 
needs that could not be realized immediately, there would be no play since play is invented at the point when 
unrealizable tendencies appear in development.  
 
An example Vygotsky gives is of a child that wants to ride a horse but cannot.  A two year old would perhaps 
cry and be angry, but at around the age of three the child's relationship with the world changes.  He wants to 
ride a horse but cannot, so he picks up a stick and stands astride of it, pretending that he is riding. The stick is 
a pivot.  Action thus begins to be determined by ideas, not by objects.  It is terribly difficult for a child to sever 
the meaning of a word from the object. Play is a transitional stage in this direction. At that critical moment 
when a stick (an object) becomes a pivot for severing the meaning of horse from a real horse, one of the basic 
psychological structures identifying ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƭǘŜǊŜŘΦ 

 
He defined play as the imaginary, illusory realization of unrealizable desires. 
Imagination arises from actionΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻƭŘ ŀŘŀƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
action can be reversed.  Imagination in adults is play without action.  Play = 
Imagination + Action.  Imagination= Play ς Action.  So...Imagination is Internal Play.  
!ƭōŜǊǘ 9ƛƴǎǘŜƛƴ ƻƴŎŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦέ  
 
As children get older, their reliance on pivots such as sticks, dolls and other toys 
diminishes. They have internalized these pivots as imagination and abstract concepts 
through which they can understand the world.  
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He was not saying that play occurs as the result of each and every unsatisfied desire ς not that simple.  Play is 
essentially wish fulfillment ς not, however, isolated wishes, but generalized affects. The presence of such 
generalized affects in play does not mean that the child himself understands the motives that give rise to a 
game or that he does it consciously.  Children create imaginary situations that relate to general wish 
fulfillment primarily.  Their motives, actions, and incentives are not accessible to the consciousness of the 
school-age child.  

Development of Play  

How does play develop? In the beginning it is a reproduction of a real situation. The baby begins mimicking the 
peek-a-boo face her mother makes, or a child playing with a doll repeats almost exactly what her mother does 
with her; coos at her, feeds her, rocks her. At first, play is more recollection than imagination, more memory in 
action than an imaginary situation.  
 
At the preschool stŀƎŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛǎ άseriousέ business - they play without separating the imaginary situation from 
the real one.  The play is all about the imaginary situation.  Play is serious at this stage, but not purposeful. 
 
He stated that play becomes a more purposeful activity for a school-age child. In competitive games one can 
win or lose, come in first, second, or last. In short, the purpose leads the game; it justifies all the rest. When 
running a race, children can become angry or sad; and little may remain of pleasure.  Running might be 
physically painful.  Losing the race may lead to angry or sad emotions. In sports the purpose of the game is one 
of its dominant features without which there would be no point.  
 
Later, rules emerge; and the more rigid they are, the greater the demands on the childrenΩǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ 
greater the regulation of the childrenΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘŜƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǳǘŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎΦ {ƛƳǇƭȅ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ 
around without purpose or rules of play is a dull game that does not appeal to older children.  

Play with Rules  

Vygotsky noted that a number of investigators began their examination of early 
play in the light of later rule-based play and had recently found from this that 
dramatic play at any age is actually subtle rule-based play. Vygotsky took that 
even further by proposing that there is no such thing as play without rules.   
 
Vygotsky discussed the development of social rules, for example, when 
children play house and adopt the roles of different family members. He cited 
an example of two sisters playing at άbeing sistersέ both concerned with 
displaying their sisterhood. They dress alike, they walk about holding hands ς in 
short, they enact whatever emphasizes their relationship as sisters. If play was 
structured in such a way that there was no imaginary situation, what would 
remain? The rules would remain. The child would begin to behave in this 
situation as the situation dictates. 
 
The rules of behavior that pass between them unnoticed in daily life are consciously acquired through play 
and later lead to self-discipline.  For example, as a child stands at the starting line of a running race, she may 
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well desire to run immediately so as to reach the finish line first, but her knowledge of the social rules 
surrounding the game and her desire to enjoy the game enable her to regulate her initial impulse and wait for 
the start signal. 
 
Whenever there is an imaginary situation in play, there are rules ς not rules that are formulated in advance, 
but rules stemming from the imaginary situation.  For children to behave in an imaginary situation without 
rules, as they behave in a real situation, is impossible. In play the child is freeΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅΧǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ 
remain. 
 
Vygotsky believed that games with real, defined rules were still essentially games with imaginary situations; 
for just as the imaginary situation has to contain rules of behavior, so every game with rules contains an 
imaginary situation. For example, Chess contains an imaginary situation - the knight, the king, the queen, 
moving only in predefined ways.  
 
Every imaginary situation contains rules in a concealed form, and every game with rules contains an imaginary 
situation in a concealed form. The development of games with real rules grows 
out of playing pretend with covert rules.  It is an ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ 
one pole to the other.  Playing games with rules is an important factor in 
developing autonomy, the ability to be self-governing or self-disciplined. 

Play, Rules, and the Development of Self-

Discipline 

Vygotsky wrote that experiments and day-to-day observation clearly show that it 
is impossible for very young children to separate the field of meaning from the 
visible field. This is a very important fact.  If you ask a two year old to repeat the 
ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ά¢ŀƴȅŀ ƛǎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǳǇέ ǿƘŜƴ ¢ŀƴȅŀ ƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ƘƛƳΣ he 
ǿƛƭƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ ά¢ŀƴȅŀ ƛǎ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ŘƻǿƴΦέ  Objects are inseparable from meaning. 
 
He believed that in play, thought is separated from objects, and action arises from ideas rather than from 
things. In play, objects lose their motivating force.  In play, children see one thing but act differently and 
independently of the thing they see.  
 
Thought is separated from objects because a piece of wood begins to be a car and a stick becomes a horse. 
Action begins to be driven by meaning and ideas, not by objects. Play is a transitional stage in this direction. At 
this crucial moment for the child when the stick becomes a horse, meaning predominates.  Meaning guides 
action and dominates over the object. The ability to sever the meaning of horse from a real horse and transfer 
it to a stick and really act with the stick as if it were a horse is a vital transitional stage to operating with 
meanings.  
 
Nevertheless, objects do retain some of their original meaning: any stick can be a horse, but, for example, a 
match can never be a horse for a child. Of course, for adults who can make conscious use of symbols, a match 
can be a horse. If I want to show the location of something, I can put down a match ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƘƻǊǎŜΦέ 
And that would be enough. For a child, a match cannot be a horse: one must use a stick.  
 
Children first take action based on meanings and later realize them consciously and begin to think.  Children 
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know how to do things but do not know that they know ς unconscious competence.  They do not realize or 
master them intentionally or even voluntarily.  
 
In play, children unconsciously and spontaneously make use of the fact that they can separate meaning from 
an object without knowing they are doing it.  For example, children first 
separate meaning from objects when they play with a stick like a horse.   
Unconsciously they are exploring metaphor and simile.  As this knowledge 
is internalized they acquire language and abstract thought (the ability to 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ άƭƻǾŜ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǊŜŘ ǊƻǎŜέύ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ 
unconsciously learned that a stick is like a horse.   
 
They do not know that they are speaking in prose (formal, ordinary written 
language) ς but they are.  At six years old, my daughter and I played the 
ƎŀƳŜ άŀŘǳƭǘ ǘŀƭƪΦέ  ²Ŝ ǎat on the porch and had άƎǊƻǿƴ-ǳǇέ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴs 
ς discussing the weather, the kids, the family, the job according to the rules 
of how grown-ups talk, but also consciously making use of the knowledge 
of speaking formally, not only  acting like a mommy, but having a grown-up 
conversation. 
 
Vygotsky said that in play, children adopt the line of least resistance (do 
what they feel like) because play is connected with pleasure. At the same 
time, they learn to follow the line of greatest resistance; for by subordinating themselves to rules, children 
renounce what they want, since submitting to rules and denying spontaneous impulses are essential to 
maximum pleasure in play. 
 
Play continually creates demands on the child to act against immediate impulse, i.e., to act according to the 
line of greatest resistance. I want to run off at once, but the rules of the game order me to wait. Why do 
children not do what they want, spontaneously and at once? Because to observe the rules of the game 
promises much greater pleasure than the gratification of an immediate impulse.  
 
Vygotsky  believed that the will and sense of self-discipline that people develop originates in, and develops 
from, play with rules.  Children exhibit their greatest self-control in play.  They achieve the maximum 
willpower by following the rules and resisting temptations to act impulsively.   
 
There are famous studies of self-control where researchers have a child in a room with a bowl of candy.  The 
researcher tells the child not to eat the candy yet and then leaves the room to observe from behind a two-way 
mirror.  Many children are unable to resist the temptation and eat the candy, others use strategies like sitting 
on their hands or looking away in order to resist the temptation.   
 
Now imagine another situation.  A ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ƪƛŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ ƭƛƪŜ aŀƴŎŀƭŀΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ aϧaΩǎ ŀǎ ƎŀƳŜ 
pieces.  In this game the children are not allowed to eat the candy because they represent something inedible.  
In play, these children can exhibit enormous self control.  At other times children voluntarily submit to a rule 
in denial of something they want; but in play, submitting to rules and resisting immediate impulses are the 
means to maximum pleasure ς ƛǘΩǎ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŜƭŦ-discipline baby. 
 
Vygotsky called this type of intrinsic discipline rules of inner self-restraint and self-determination, as Piaget 
says, and not rules the children obey as a physical law. In short, play gives children new forms of desires ς to 
his role in the game and its rules. Therefore ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ greatest achievements are possible in play ς 
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achievements that tomorrow will become the basis for their life decisions and their morality. 
 
WŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ actions that we said about objects. Just as in play meaning begins 
to dominate over objects; in play, meaning begins to dominate over action. 
 
A child who gallops around on the ground and imagines himself riding a horse has thus accomplished the 
domination of meaning over action.  Once again, in order to sever the meaning of the action from the real 
action (riding a horse, without having the opportunity to do so), the child requires a pivot in the form of an 
action to replace the real one.  In play, action is subordinated to meaning; but in real life, of course, action 
dominates over meaning. 
 
It is important to realize how children are liberated from actions in play.  For example, observe children 
playing restaurant in the dramatic play area.  The conscious action for them involves reaching toward the plate 
and picking up pretend food and bringing it toward their mouths - instead of real eating ς that is.  The action is 
completed not for the action itself, but for the meaning it carries.  Children, in playing at eating, perform 
actions with their hands reminiscent of real eating, and any physical actions that do not designate eating are 
against the imaginary rules.  
 
Vygotsky said that play creates the zone of proximal development of the child (the gap between what children 
can already do and what he can do with a little help ς more on that later). In play, children are above their 
true age and stage of development, above their daily behavior; in play it is as though they are a head taller.  As 
if in the focus of a magnifying glass, play contains all developmental tendencies in a condensed form; in play it 
is as though the child were trying to jump above the level of his normal behavior.   
 
Play is the primary source of development and creates the zone of proximal development. Action in an 
imaginary situation is play.  Self-discipline, the formation of real-life plans, and decision-making motives all 
appear in play.  The child develops positively through play.  Play is the essence of childhood learning, the 
ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  From the point of view of development, play is a 
means of developing abstract thought.  

Zone of Proximal Development   
άtƭŀȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ½ƻƴŜ ƻŦ tǊƻȄƛƳŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ς Lev Vygotsky 
 
[ŜǾ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅϥǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ȊƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻȄƛƳŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ όͦͤ͊͘ ͙͚͋͗͊͡΄͔͎ͦ 
͍͙͙ͪ͊ͭ͘Ύύ or ZPD is the gap or distance between a learner's current or actual 
development level determined by independent problem-solving and the learner's 
emerging or potential level of development. Vygotsky defined it as the distance 
between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem 
solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers. 
 
Vygotsky refers to what children can do on their own as their άlevel of actual 
developmentΦέ  In his view, it is the level of actual development that a standard IQ 
test measures.  Such a measure is undoubtedly important, but it is also 
incomplete.  Two children might have the same level of actual development, in the sense of being able to 
solve the same number of problems on some standardized test.  Given appropriate help from an adult, still, 
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one child might be able to solve an additional dozen problems while the other child might be able to solve 
only two or three more.  What children Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭǇ ƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
development.   
 
The notion of ZPD implies that a child's development is determined by social interaction and collaborative 
problem-solving. Development is understood by Vygotsky as a process mediated by various cultural mediators 
(e.g., word, sign, symbol, etc.) internalized in the course of development that turn from being external social 
phenomena into psychological tools that are used individually and independently.  The notion of the Zone of 
proximal development clearly reflects Vygotsky's view on the nature of human development and interrelation 
between learning and development.  
 
Full development of the ZPD depends upon full social interaction. The range of skill that can be developed with 
adult guidance or peer collaboration exceeds what can be attained alone.   The more children take advantage 
ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ƛǎ their ZPD.  The significant amount of adult guidance needed for a child's 
development within the ZPD became known as scaffolding.  

Scaffolding  
In 1976Σ пн ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ Wood, Bruner and Ross invented ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άscaffoldingέ to describe 
tutorial interaction between an adult and a child.  Well known parallels have been drawn between the notion 
of scaffolding and ZPD theories of Vygotsky - so well known that many authors mistakenly attribute the term 
scaffolding to Vygotsky.  The concept of scaffolding was further developed by A.L. Brown, among others, and 
several instructional programs were developed based on the notion of scaffolding and the ZPD ς reciprocal 
reaching, spiral curriculum, fostering communities of learners, etc.  

 
Scaffolding is a metaphor.  Think about a scaffold ς a framework that 
construction workers use as a tool to climb on and support themselves as they do 
with their work.  The metaphor is used to explore the nature of aid provided by 
an adult for children learning how to carry out a task they could not perform 
alone.  It is based on the facilitative role of the educator.  As children construct 
their own knowledge, adults can scaffold learning by giving children new 
vocabulary, suggesting possible solutions to problems, providing resources, 
modeling behaviors, or showing them where to find more information.   
 
Imagine educators and caregivers as a scaffold that children can use to more 
quickly and easily construct their own knowledge.  Scaffolding is a way to extend 
the knowledge children construct to new heights to reach upper developmental 
ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ.  It helps them to climb 
from one area of learning to another ς to make connections.  Scaffolding 

challenges children to learn and helps them develop new ways to think and new cognitive strategies to use.  
Scaffolding is a way to facilitate (or make easier) the positive development of children.  
 
LŦ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭ 
and estimate the άlengthέ of the ZDP.  Children must be able to make use of the help of others; they need the 
competence to benefit from the give-and-take activities and conversations with others (Bruner, 1983).  Most 
psychological research has emphasized the role of the environment: parents and other adults who are 
άexpertέ models and guides for a young learner.  
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Taking it Further  
Vygotsky argued that every function in cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, 
on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child 
(intrapsychological). [ŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǎǘŜǇǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΦ  ²Ŝ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 
appears more than twice because they loop continuously through complex interpsychological and 
intrapsychological systems.  Self control in games with rules internalizes into self-ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ  
Self-discipline results in positive lifestyle choices which is helpful to overall cognitive development and 
simultaneously facilitates the development of other social and cultural competencies, which improve 
confidence and inner speech is affected.  This improvement to inner speech 
results in more practice in developing other social skills like decision-making and 
problem-solving.  These systems and loops where skills develop on a social level 
and in turn impact development on an individual level interconnect and 
ƛƴǘŜǊǊŜƭŀǘŜΦ  ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƛƴǘΚ  ¢ƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŎƘƛƭd development perspective is 
for educators to be more intentional about helping children develop systems of 
skill development so that they become realistically and critically self reflective.  
The point is to start them on the path of continuous lifelong learning  

Bringing it Home  
Many of us grew up in schools where we were expected to be quiet and study ς 
learning was viewed as a solitary journey somewhere everyone had to go on their 
own.  It is important that learning environments encourage conversations.  
Conversations in traditional classrooms and in afterschool programs are essential 
to learning in the individual level.  Conversations should not be viewed as disruptions to the άlesson.έ   ¢ƻƻ 
often teachers place the importance of teaching over learningΣ ŦƻǊƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ 
learning, then they are not really teaching.  Many children spend the school day in an environment that is not 
conducive to learning.   
 
Great afterschool programs must be more intentional about counteracting these negatives in the learning 
environment.  Great afterschool programs should be very interactive.  They should provide many 
opportunities for children to work together, sometimes with an adult as a facilitative role model and guide.  
Caregivers should observe children carefully to determine how to stretch their learning potential through 
developmentally appropriate expectations and challenge.  Educators should not swoop in with answers when 
observing a problem, but with questions or possible suggestions encouraging children to identify what 
outcome they desire and to identify possible solutions and help them see how making good decisions will help 
them to meet their own goals. 
 
Children and caregivers must be able to work and play together helping each other to develop through healthy 
interactions.  The lynchpin for successfully facilitating the positive development of children within their ZPD is 
building skills, creating the relationships and providing the opportunities for children to take advantage of help 
fǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊǎΦ  LŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 
they need to take advantage of the helpful resources around them, they will be stuck at their actual 
development level instead of developing to their highest potential. 
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   Staff Training  

 
 

 
aƛƪŜ ŀƴŘ /ƘŜƭǎŜŀ !ǎƘŎǊŀŦǘΣ CƻǳƴŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ /9hǎ ƻŦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ /ƘƻƛŎŜΣ ŎǳǎǘƻƳ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎΣ full-day, and 
multi-day adult learning experiences for entry-level and administrative-level school-age care, afterschool, and 
camp professionals, as well as a special series for professional teachers and trainers.  We are experienced 
trainers who provide fun, musical, educational, and brain-compatible staff training events.   
 
For more information call (505) 296-2880 or visit    www.childrens-choice.org.   
Our mailing address is 6501 Lomas Blvd NE, Albuquerque NM 87110. 
The following are a few examples of the types of learning opportunities we provide. 
 

Training Topics 
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Programming Practices:  How can you provide a program that goes far 

ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ Ŧǳƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƪƛŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜΧŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŜƭǇ 
children learn and develop into great neighbors?  Attend this workshop, which clarifies the role and purpose of school-
age care and explores powerful, research-based philosophical foundations.  We will discuss how Autonomy, Belonging, 
and Competencies can be intentionally put into practice in the environment, relationships, and experiences of a high 
quality afterschool prograƳΦ  ¢ƘŜ !./Ωǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎΦ Available as a Keynote, full-
day, double or single session workshop. 
 

Games and Activities that Build Community - F.A.S.T: Do you want a stronger sense of community in 

your programs?  Attend this workshop and learn games to do with groups of kids as they progress through the Forming, 
Attempting, Storming and Transforming stages of team building.  Be prepared to play! This is a collection of our most 
favorite activities ς gathered during more than 30 years of program experience.  Learn name games, get-to-know-you 
games, circle games, waiting games, team-building games and more.  This is a hands-on experience and a time to share 
some favorite proven games and activities for use in school-age care programs.  
Available as a double or single-session workshop. 
 

Superior Interiors: Do you want some practical and easy to use tools and strategies to use when designing or 

redesigning the space of any school-age care program.  Attend this workshop and learn how to create an environment 
that encourages desirable behavior and results in a more enjoyable work environment for caregivers.  We address the 
unique problems of shared space in school-age care programs.   
Available as a single-session workshop. 

 

Tremendous Agendas: Do you want the kids in your program to remember their experience with you in a positive 

way for many years?  Attend this workshop and learn methods to increase novelty, enrichment, and intentionality in to 
the design of curriculum in an afterschool program.  Participants will learn how to create playful, yet enriching activities 
that teach social skills and build a sense of community while giving kids a real role in the program.  Available as a single-
session workshop. 
 


