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Introduction

Sociocultural Theory and Education: Students, Teachers,
and Knowledge

Alex Kozulin, Boris Gindis, Vladimir S. Ageyev,
and Suzanne M. Miller

What are the differences among American, German, and Japanese class-
rooms? If we take as a cue the anecdote told by Stiegler and Hiebert (1999)
in their book The Teaching Gap, in a Japanese classroom there are students
and there is knowledge and the teacher serves as a mediator between them.
In a German classroom there are also knowledge and students, but teach-
ers perceive this knowledge as their property and dispense it to students
as they think best. In the American classroom there are teachers and there
are students, but the status of knowledge is uncertain.

In this book we are offering a perspective that is different from those
mentioned, yet poses the same fundamental question of the relationships
among students, teachers, and knowledge. Our perspective is grounded
in the theory of Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934), whose ideas turned out to
be instrumental in shaping the learning processes in a growing number
of classrooms in Russia, Europe, and the United States. At the heart of
Vygotsky’s theory lies the understanding of human cognition and learn-
ing as social and cultural rather than individual phenomena. During his
tragically short lifetime Vygotsky developed this central thesis in a vari-
ety of areas including the theory of child development and educational
psychology. He explored relationships between language and thought, in-
struction and development, everyday and academic concept formation,
and a host of others. For a number of decades his theory inspired only a
relatively small group of followers in Russia and Eastern Europe. And yet
with the passage of time instead of disappearing from the scientific and
educational horizon, Vygotsky’s theory began attracting more and more
attention in different countries.

What is the secret of the vitality of Vygotskian ideas? What causes con-
temporary Vygotskians to continue arguing about concepts and hypothe-
ses first advanced in the 1920s? Returning to the opening anecdote we may
suggest that instead of offering a definitive model, Vygotsky prompts us to
inquire into the nature of knowledge used in the classroom, for example,
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2 Kozulin, Gindis, Ageyev, and Miller

knowledge as information versus knowledge as concept formation. His
theory makes us aware of our vision of students, for example, children de-
fined by their age and IQ versus culturally and socially situated learners.
It forces us to formulate our ideal of a teacher, for example, role model
versus source of knowledge versus mediator, and so on. Such an inquiry
does not produce educational prescriptions or recipes. What we present
here is a collective dialogue of researchers-cum-practitioners from differ-
ent countries concerned with deeper understanding of social and cultural
underpinnings of the modern classroom.

Each of us has “discovered” Vygotsky’s theory in his or her own way.
Some of the authors studied in Russia and acquired Vygotsky’s theory
directly from people who knew Vygotsky and worked with him. Other
authors became initiated by reading translations of Vygotsky’s works and
applying his ideas in sociocultural contexts very different from those in
which these ideas were originally conceived. As a result, the theme
of cultural diversity in understanding and applying Vygotsky’s theory
becomes a strong leitmotif of the entire volume.

Our aim is to present all major concepts of Vygotskian theory of learn-
ing and development, explore the transformation and adaptation of these
concepts to different educational frameworks, review research on specific
classroom applications of sociocultural ideas, and attend to the diversity
of learners and learning situations. The book has four clearly defined
parts: Part I, Concepts and Paradigms; Part II, Development and Learning;
Part III, Classroom Applications; Part IV, Diverse Learners and Contexts
of Education.

Part I covers such central concepts of Vygotskian theory as psychologi-
cal tools, mediation, learning activity, zone of proximal development, and
scientific and everyday concepts. One reason for the delayed recognition
of Vygotsky’s theory is that it offered answers to the questions only re-
cently formulated in Western psychology and education. One of these is
the question of the agency of learning. For a long time it seemed obvious
that an individual learner constituted a natural agency of learning. More
recently this “obvious” interpretation received a critical reappraisal partly
prompted by the spectacular success of nonindividualistic learning models
prevalent in Far Eastern societies and partly by the failure of more radical
individualistic approaches. Unlike the individualistic theory of learning,
the Vygotskian approach emphasizes the importance of sociocultural forces
in shaping the situation of a child’s development and learning and points
to the crucial role played by parents, teachers, peers, and the community
in defining the types of interaction occurring between children and their
environments. As a result, the “obvious” individualistic identification of
the agency of learning was challenged. Two concepts emerged as central in
redefining the agency of learning: mediation and psychological tools. The
concept of mediation emphasizes the role played by human and symbolic
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intermediaries placed between the individual learner and the material to be
learned. Psychological tools are those symbolic systems specific for a given
culture that when internalized by individual learners become their inner
cognitive tools. Beyond their theoretical role the concepts of mediation and
psychological tools also have an important applied function, serving as a
basis for a number of applied programs offering new techniques for the
enhancement of students’ cognitive functions, development of metacog-
nition, and integration of cognitive elements into instructional practice.
The chapter by Alex Kozulin provides a systematic comparison of the
Vygotskian approach to other theories of mediation, such as Feuerstein’s
theory of mediated learning experience. The complementary nature of
symbolic and human mediators is discussed, as well as the question of
which elements of mediation are universal and which are socioculturally
specific. Content-based cognitive education programs are contrasted with
cognitive programs that are content-neutral.

Vygotsky’s notion of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) became
the most popular of Vygotskian concepts used in contemporary educa-
tional theory, and yet it remains rather poorly understood. The problematic
nature of ZPD can be explained by the fact that Vygotsky used this concept
in three different contexts. In the developmental context ZPD is used for
explaining the emerging psychological functions of the child. In the ap-
plied context ZPD explains the difference between the child’s individual
and aided performances, both in situations of assessment and in classroom
learning. Finally, ZPD is used as a metaphoric “space” where everyday con-
cepts of the child meet “scientific” concepts provided by teachers or other
mediators of learning.

The chapter by Seth Chaiklin provides a systematic analysis of
Vygotsky’s original writings on ZPD, as well as the existing secondary
research. The historical discussion of Vygotsky’s concept emphasizes the
metaphorical quality of the concept, and therefore the possibility of ap-
plying the concept to a wide range of phenomena from learning a specific
concept to developing capabilities that may take months or years (e.g.,
professional training). Furthermore, the concept of ZPD can be applied to
groups as well as individuals. ZPD is often defined as existing only in the
interaction between children and others, and in this way a common misun-
derstanding of ZPD as a property of the child is revealed. It is also argued
that the true meaning of ZPD can be understood only if it is taken in the
broader context of Vygotsky’s theory of child development and learning.

Although the notion of ZPD has been a success with American readers,
the idea of students’ scientific concepts as differing in principle from their
everyday ones is still taking its first steps in American education. In his
chapter Yuriy V. Karpov demonstrates how this original idea of Vygotsky’s
has been elaborated by Russian psychologists and educators into two
different types of learning. These are empirical learning, which results in
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students’ acquisition of spontaneous concepts, and theoretical learning,
which results in their acquisition of scientific concepts. The results of more
than 30 years of research activity by Russian Vygotskians have demon-
strated the numerous advantages of theoretical learning over empirical
learning for the development of students’ learning skills and cognitive de-
velopment. The notion of two types of learning (empirical and theoretical)
can serve as a powerful tool for the analysis of different approaches to
instruction. The analysis shows that the traditional system of school in-
struction promotes empirical learning. Surprisingly enough, some of the
innovative approaches in American education that have been developed to
overcome the shortcomings of the traditional system of school instruction
promote empirical learning as well.

The chapter by Carol S. Lidz and Boris Gindis focuses on current prac-
tices in the application of ZPD as a basis for dynamic assessment (DA)
of learning potential. They show that this methodology capitalizes on the
cultural context for children’s development of higher mental processes and
the mediating role of adults serving as experienced collaborators to create
ZPDs in their interactions with children. Whereas traditional approaches to
assessment offer information about “yesterday’s” functioning and provide
limited information that is useful for planning for the future, DA simulates
the process of development in the planned creation of ZPD that represents
the intent of a more experienced collaborator to elicit information that
bridges the “yesterday” of learners with their potential for “tomorrow.”
In this way, DA connects assessment with intervention with the intention
of facilitating the learner’s movement to the next higher level of function-
ing. The chapter contends that “test–intervene–retest” procedures, known
as DA, with their focus on learning processes, cognitive modifiability, re-
sponsiveness to an adult’s mediation, and amenability to instructions and
guidance, are particularly suited for individuals who require individual-
ized learning experiences, such as children with special needs and learners
with atypical educational backgrounds. Vygotsky’s idea of evaluation in
the developmental and sociocultural context that results in effective reme-
diation is examined through practical creation of ZPD within an assessment
situation.

One of the innovative contributions made by Vygotsky was his idea that
our sense of the world is shaped by symbolic tools acquired in the course of
education and learning. He understood intellectual development in terms
of intellectual tools, such as language, that we accumulate as we grow up
in a society and that mediate the kind of understanding that we can form or
construct. Though symbolic tools can be of a different nature, language in
its different forms undoubtedly constitutes the major symbolic tool appro-
priated by children that shapes their understanding of the world. In their
chapter Kieran Egan and Natalia Gajdamaschko argue that both on a histor-
ical and on an individual plane we can discern the successive development
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