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Richard S. LAVIN

Abstract

The term zone of proximal development (ZPD), based on the writings
of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky, often appears in language learn-
ing research conducted within a sociocultural-theoretic (SCT) frame-
work, yet often it is simply invoked or is used in ways that are radically
different from the Vygotsky project without any stated justification.
These include linking the ZPD to the concept of scaffolding, and even
claiming that that linkage originated with Vygotsky, again without jus-
tification. In this paper, I suggest that it is acceptable to make quite radi-
cal adaptations to a theoretical framework that is now almost a century
old, but that these should be made with respect towards the historical
roots of the theoretical framework, and that these modifications need to
be acknowledged for what they are, and should be given explicit justi-
fication. Specifically, I suggest that the spatial metaphor implied by the
ZPD should be made explicit and that we should think flexibly about
its structure, with a view to manipulating it in order to generate predic-
tions. This is part of a process of reification, an approach favoured by
western scholarship whereby abstract processes are reconceived as con-
crete entities to enable freer manipulation of concepts and the drawing
of links to other concepts for theory construction. In addition, I argue
that adult additional language development, despite being different in
many ways from children’s maturation, has enough similarities to justi-
fy the appropriation of the ZPD for its description, especially since it is
the only available framework that tracks nascent development. I outline
a general approach that may enable the ZPD to become a productive
concept in additional language development, suggesting that the spatial
metaphor needs to be fleshed out, and that pushing different kinds of
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output in a single piece of writing may point the way towards observing
the “buds” of development rather than just the “fruits”.

1. Introduction

The term zone of proximal development (ZPD), based on the writings of Russian
psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896—1934), often appears in language learning research
conducted within a sociocultural-theoretic (SCT) framework, yet often it is simply
invoked and the concept is not used particularly productively.

The objective of this paper is to outline a general view of the ZPD that can be
meaningfully and profitably leveraged to describe language learning processes and to
plan interventions.

The definition most often cited in western scholarship on the ZPD is:

the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by inde-
pendent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined
through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more
capable peers

(Vygotsky, 1986, p. 86)

A key contribution of the notion of the ZPD on a conceptual level is that it has
“helped investigators to concentrate their attention on the social-developmental aspect
of psychological functions, not permitting them to forget that in the most general
sense development moves from present to future” (Valsiner & van der Veer, 2013, p.
58).

In relation to this focus on time, it is useful to focus on the following metaphor:

The zone of proximal development refers to functions that have not yet ma-
tured, but are in the process of maturing, functions that mature tomorrow, that
now are still in their embryonic form; functions that cannot be called the fruits
of development, but the buds of development.

(Vygotsky 1933/1935, p. 42, cited in van der Veer, 2014, p. 81)

Zaretskii (2009) also highlighted the importance of this metaphor, pointing out
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that, viewing a fruit crop, a farmer would not notice only already ripened fruit that
called for immediate harvesting but would also take special note of fruit that would
ripen in the next day or two, so that he could make adequate preparations.

There are few mentions in Vygotsky’s own writings of the ZPD, and therefore it
was left to followers to flesh out the concept.

Another issue is that early western work in the Vygotskian tradition was based on
sometimes inaccurate translations of only some of his work. That was caused partly
by the difficulty in obtaining all the original works. Much work has been done in
recent years in obtaining lesser-known works, making improved and more complete
translations based on a deeper appreciation of his full oeuvre.

A more recent English-language definition of the ZPD is:

the distance between the level of his actual development, as determined with
the help of the tasks the child solves independently, and the level of possible
development, as determined with the tasks the child solves under the guidance
of adults and in cooperation with more intelligent peers.

(Vygotsky, 1935, cited in Veresov, 2017)

In practice, it is difficult to know how to leverage the notion of the ZPD in a
principled and productive way. On the one hand, we want to avoid making the concept
excessively nebulous; on the other, we want to avoid making it too specific. The prob-
lem with the former is that the notion can take on an incantational character, adding
little of conceptual or empirical consequence to an analysis. The problem with too
much specificity is that it may make it impossible to apply the notion to other contexts
than those specified by Vygotsky himself (though it should be pointed out that some
scholars believe that limitation to be desirable; I shall expand on that view shortly).

Valsiner and van der Veer (2013) offer an apt characterization of the problem of
nebulousness: “The interactive process of creating and comprehending novelty is not
explained by a mere reference to a function ‘being in’ the ZPD at the given moment
or ‘coming into’ it in the future” (p. 58).

In current research on language learning carried out within an SCT framework,
it is possible to discern two strands.

(a) the strict/hardline/essentialist strand. This is typically represented by scholars
who can read Russian and are aware that the ZPD was used to describe the matu-
ration of young people. They consider it invalid to use the concept for the learning
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of skills or knowledge in adulthood. Smagorinsky (2009), who deplores “drive-by
references” to Vygotsky’s work (p. 86) and implores researchers to refrain from
“superficial referencing” (p. 75), can be considered a representative of this strand.
As Zaretskii (2009) points out, Vygotsky, after exploring the general idea of the
ZPD, promises to give a “detailed elucidation” of “the practical significance of
this diagnostic principle” in a later chapter. His untimely death meant that that
later chapter was never written. That created a situation whereby the ZPD could
become pretty much anything future researchers or practitioners wanted it to be.
Several researchers have bemoaned this situation, calling for a deeper understand-
ing of Vygotsky’s writings and the original context in which Vygotsky was work-

ing.

(b) the invocationist strand. Scholars in this strand appeal to the notion of the ZPD to
invoke the general idea of progress but do not specify how they conceptualize the
ZPD and how the notion of maturation or progress is instantiated/operationalized;
in other words, they fail to explain exactly what the notion adds to their account.
In Miller’s (2011) colourful account, “The acid test to distinguish fact from fad
is to remove all mention of Vygotsky and any declared Vygotskian derivatives...
from research reports that invoke his name and see if it makes any difference to
the aim, design or outcome of the project”. (p. 317).

In this paper, I take the view that we need a general conception of the ZPD that
lies between these extremes. In other words, departing from the essentialist view, we
need to allow for the possibility of sufficient similarities between general matura-
tion in youth and language learning in adulthood to make the leveraging of the same
overall framework profitable. In this view, the latency of the capabilities (Bozhovich,
2009) that the learner has not yet shown is the key feature of the ZPD concept. At the
same time, departing from the invocationists, we want to avoid reliance on subcon-
scious associations in the reader’s mind with vague notions of progress, development,
or learning, instead specifying our view of the nature of the ZPD and how progress is
to be represented in the framework.

Before continuing, however, I would like to clarify that I am not criticizing the
work of Smagorinsky and other scholars in that tradition. Their overall aim, based
on close reading of Vygotsky’s work, usually in the original Russian, is to clear up
misunderstandings of what Vygotsky actually meant. As researchers, I believe that
it is important not to confuse the historical record and that we should seek to avoid
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reading contemporary thinking into scholars of the past. Thus, we should make a
good-faith attempt to distinguish between strands of work that are unconnected to
(non-Vygotskian) or wholly incompatible with (anti-Vygotskian), compatible with but
going beyond the work of Vygotsky and his close followers (neo-Vygotskian), and
work that is squarely within the tradition of Vygotsky (Vygotskian).

Instead, I am suggesting that progress may occur when researchers attempt to
apply concepts originated by others in new contexts. It is, however, important to ac-
knowledge when one is engaged in novel applications and not to read one’s work into
that of the revered founder of a tradition.

In the case of the zone of proximal development, it is important to acknowledge
that Vygotsky did not use the term very often, so justification is required when imply-

ing that the notion is central to his work.
2. Origins

As mentioned above, the ZPD is often defined as “the distance between the ac-
tual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of
potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance”
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).

This definition is leveraged to capture the general points that learners know (or
are capable of) some things and not others; that (hopefully) they will soon come to
know some of the things they do not yet know; that teachers or other capable or
knowledgeable people can help them learn things they might not otherwise have
learned or at least accelerate the learning of certain things. Researchers differ in regard
to the specificity with which they describe these ideas.

Since Wood et al.’s (1976) seminal paper describing scaffolding as an adult “con-
trolling those elements of the task that are initially beyond the learner’s capacity, thus
permitting him to concentrate upon and complete only those elements that are within
his range of competence” (p. 90), references to scaffolding have been ubiquitous. The
concept is now commonly associated with the ZPD, although various scholars point
out that there is little historical justification for doing so.

Defining scaffolding, Wood et al. (1976) list the following as its essential fea-
tures: recruiting interest in the task; simplifying the task; maintaining pursuit of the
goal; marking critical features and discrepancies between what has been produced and
the ideal solution; controlling frustration during problem solving; and demonstrating
an idealized version of the act to be performed. Later scholars, such as Walqui (2006),
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have offered slightly different lists of defining features, with more recent definitions
generally emphasizing the ideas of contingency (offering only necessary support) and
fading (the teacher reducing support as the learner becomes more capable).

3. Later Development of the Concept

Most early mentions of the ZPD and scaffolding in the western world focused on
teachers or parents offering guidance to children. In later work, there has been a shift
in focus towards assistance from peers, and an associated focus on reciprocity. One of
the first papers to show that students working in groups could scaffold each other was
Donato (1994). In research focusing on peer review in writing classes, De Guerrero
and Villamil (2000) talk of pairs of students activating each other’s ZPDs.

Pochner (2009) introduces a rather radical change of perspective: Rather than a
classroom being a collection of individual ZPDs, he suggests that we could see the
whole classroom as a ZPD.

Guk and Kellogg (2007), comparing the kinds of utterances uttered by teachers
in teacher-fronted episodes and by students in student-centred activities, find that the
teachers’ utterances tend to be more grammatically elaborate, in many cases too dif-
ficult for the students to produce even though they may be able to understand them
all. They suggest that it is profitable to focus attention on the outer and inner edges
of the ZPD, since the two types of utterances they identified serve to expand the ZPD
both outward (bringing more difficult language within the ZPD as something that
students can begin to acquire) and inward (consolidating language that has already
been learned to some degree).

As mentioned earlier, typical definitions of the ZPD refer to a “distance” between
what a learner can currently accomplish alone and what s/he can do with support.
What the learner can do with support is often considered to be the “buds” of develop-
ment, as it hints at what the learner will be able to do without assistance later. Distance
can be represented by a number and is a one-dimensional concept that is incompatible
with the idea of a zone. Guk and Kellogg, also mentioned earlier, talk about inner and
outer parts of the ZPD. It is clear that the notion of the ZPD needs a more explicit
description and that the various parts or areas evoked need some standard terminol-
ogy to allow explicit reference to one or another aspect of a ZPD. Lavin and Nakano
(2017) propose the terms Zone of Actual Development (ZAD) and Zone of Potential
Development (ZPoD) to delineate mastered, or internalized, abilities or knowledge,
and knowledge that is beyond current or near-future abilities. With the zones arranged
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in concentric circles, the ZAD is the innermost and the ZPoD is the outermost circle.
The ZPD circle will typically be fairly broad to allow for some internal structure,
whether or not explicitly marked with lines.

4. Controversy

4.1 The problem

Early mentions of the ZPD in Vygotsky’s work show that the concept was linked
closely with that of mental age (Del Rio & Alvarez, 2007), with Vygotsky attempt-
ing to “characterize the initial and terminal thresholds within which development can
take place, in order to determine the sensitive periods for different educational goals”
(p. 277). Chaiklin (2003) refers to a “generality assumption” (p. 42) in much modern,
western scholarship on the ZPD, an assumption that he insists is unjustified because
the ZPD is expressly not intended to refer to “instruction in specialized, technical
skills such as typing or riding a bicycle” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 212).

4.2 Resolving the problem

Smagorinsky (2018) says that “I believe that Vygotsky’s ... account of the ZPD
has been reduced to short-term learning due to readers’ greater attention to today and
tomorrow than to his growth-oriented developmental metaphors” (p. 3). This warning
does not, in my view, suggest that we should stop talking about the ZPD in connection
with day-to-day language learning. Rather, it encourages us to attempt to link our day-
to-day work with longer-term goals. Arguably, this means that we should redouble our
efforts to forge sound overarching theories of language development that give clear
guidance on how to proceed with teaching on a day-to-day basis. Smagorinsky’s, and
other scholars’, clarifications of the historical roots of the ZPD concept and its mean-
ing within Vygotsky’s oeuvre can serve to keep us honest, so to speak, and make sure
we see the bigger picture.

It is admirable to seek to avoid trivializing development and simplistic, mecha-
nistic explanations. On the other hand, for the classroom teacher it is useful to have
practical tools to quantify (if only in an informal way) day-to-day or moment-to-
moment learning that is linked to larger and longer-term goals of development. In the
absence of the kind of framework discussed here, it is easy for a gulf to develop be-
tween procedures used to get through the daily teaching grind and longer-term aims,
such as the progress we expect after a month or term or year.

As Belmont (1995) suggests, “tools must fit or must be fitted to the hands that use
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them” (p. 99). Swain et al. (2015) claim that current scholars “may and should adapt
Vygotskian concepts to suit the current state of knowledge” (p. xvii), while warning
against trivial uses such as publications “with the word sociocultural in the title but
which make no reference to Vygotskian principles or concepts” (p. xvii). When using
concepts like the ZPD in research, it is important to make a genuine attempt to un-
derstand the historical meaning and to clarify one’s own interpretation of the concept
and any modifications one is introducing. In this way, the reader of the research is at
least empowered to reject the research if she feels it is taking excessive liberties with
established concepts.

4.3 Three possible approaches
If we do wish to extend the domain of application of the ZPD to adult learning of

additional languages, there would appear to be three possible approaches.

4.3.1 Ignore Vygotsky s words

The first is to ignore Vygotsky’s words and act according to the generality as-
sumption as if Vygotsky did intend the term to be used in this way. This is mentioned
here only because it is an oft-used approach. It does not, however, seem to be a very
responsible or sustainable one for serious researchers.

4.3.2  Adopt new terminology

Another possibility, recognizing that adult learning is very different from child
maturation, is to adopt a new term. If we wish to emphasize that, despite fundamental
differences, there are also important similarities, we might want to use a term that is
reminiscent of ZPD without being the same; if we want to emphasize the differences
and deemphasize the similarities, the term might best be very different from “ZPD”.

This is not the approach adopted in the bulk of this paper, so it will not be dis-
cussed further here. Instead, I favor the approach outlined below (4.3.3).

4.3.3  Assume that adult language learning is similar to child maturation

The approach adopted in this paper is to argue that adult learning of additional
languages is sufficiently similar to child development to justify using some of the
same theoretical apparatus, including the ZPD. A detailed justification of this decision
would leave no space to develop the other ideas in this paper, but it is hoped that what
follows will be sufficient to convince readers that there is at least a reasonable case
supporting this choice.



Richard S. LAVIN: Towards a Useful Conception of the ZPD for Language Education 17

The general idea behind this approach is that language learning in adulthood is at
least to a certain extent a repetition of a process undertaken in childhood. Accepting
this approach entails rejecting the strongest versions of the critical period hypoth-
esis (CPH; Lenneberg, 1967), according to which the loss of access at a certain age
in childhood or adolescence to a hypothesized language acquisition device prevents
adult learners from acquiring language in a similar way to the way they learned their
native language(s). An emerging consensus on the CPH (e.g. Abrahamsson, 2013)
suggests that it applies only to certain aspects of language such as phonology. We
should also note on a more general level that “human psychological and cognitive
processes are mediated throughout the lifespan” (Ohta, 2018, p. 650) and that the
study of those processes is a legitimate focus of sociocultural research.

A comparatively recent work within an SCT framework concerning language
learning and teaching (Lantolf & Poehner, 2014) refers consistently to “L2 develop-
ment”. The authors relate adult language learning to development and developmental
education. Within the Russian Vygotskian tradition, Gal’perin’s systemic theoretical
instruction (Gal’perin, 1975; Gal’perin, 1992; Gal’perin & Talyzina, 1965; Leont’ev
& Gal’perin, 1964; Leont’ev & Gal’perin, 1992) is leveraged to explain the process
of conceptual development (a key purpose of education in childhood) required to
master the grammar of an additional language. A linguistic tradition, cognitive lin-
guistics (e.g. Tyler, 2012), is employed to provide the actual conceptual explanations.
An applied linguistic theory, processability theory with its accompanying teachability
hypothesis (Pienemann, 2005, 2012, 2015; Pienemann & KeBler, 2003; Pienemann
& Lenzing, 2015), is employed to conceptualize the notion of staged development
(again a key feature of maturation in childhood) and account for the fact that teaching
and learning need to “lead development”: Learners are not able to learn any arbitrary
grammatical features, only those that are one stage beyond their current level.

5. Advantages of the proposed approach

5.1 Acknowledging continuing “becoming”

Jettisoning the ZPD as a descriptive or explanatory concept for adult language
learning would have the advantage of being true to the Vygotskian legacy from the
point of view of recognizing its differences from the original domain of application.
On the other hand, it would have the disadvantage of ignoring the similarities outlined
in Section 4, and necessitating the development of a whole new theoretical apparatus.

Holzman (2018) characterizes the simultaneously “mundane and magical” way
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in which the ZPD operates by talking about babies thus:

As soon as infants are born, they enter a physical-social-cultural world in
which, barring extreme devastation or deprivation, the people in their lives
immediately begin relating to them as simultaneously who they are and who
they are not/who they are becoming, i.e., as helpless infants and as members of
and participants in the family, community, culture, and the world. Caregivers
and relatives carry on conversations with infants, babies, and toddlers before
the little ones know how to talk, they play games with them before they know
what a game is or its rules, they listen intently to the sounds they make and
respond to them. (p. 46)

Holzman (2018) asks: “[H]Jow can we become what we’re not?”” and she answers
that “we always are who we are not” (p. 45). On first reading this seems rather mysti-
cal, but on reflection it makes some sense. Something like the situation as described
for babies above can also apply to anyone taking on a radically new role. An appren-
tice in any field may receive some more-or-less formal explicit guidance, but much
of the time is likely to be “in at the deep end”, put into the same situations as experts
and acting more or less effectively as an expert would, but by relying on intuition
and imitation without full understanding of the meanings of what s/he is doing. Even
comparative veterans can sometimes experience “impostor syndrome”, in which they
are carrying out the actions they have come to associate with their roles without feel-
ing that they really understand what they are doing. Yet somehow the continued doing
eventually leads to mastery or at least some level of proficiency.

This view of learning is highly compatible with the mainstream of both second
language acquisition research and Communicative Language Teaching (e.g. Little-
wood, 1981) practice. Krashen (e.g. 1981, 1982) holds that comprehensible input is a
necessary and sufficient condition for language acquisition to take place. While many
these days reject the strongest versions of this claim, the current mainstream theory,
the Interaction Hypothesis (e.g. Gass & Mackey, 2015), based around the ideas of
input, output, and interaction, sees using language (output) that has previously been
understood (input) as the central process of language acquisition, with formal instruc-
tion playing only a peripheral role. In other words, we learn by doing, rather than only
doing what we have previously learned. As Long et al. (2019) put it, a foreign lan-
guage is “modified and improved mostly by communicative failure and the implicit
negative feedback available during negotiation for meaning, which pervades genuine
communicative language use” (p. 503).
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5.2 Reification

The western intellectual tradition favours reification of processes into entities
that are treated as more or less concrete. A prime example from second language ac-
quisition is comprehensible input (e.g. Krashen, 1981, 1982). That notion has engen-
dered not only a vast amount of empirical research, but also a large amount of theory
generation involving constructs such as noticing (Schmidt, 1990), interaction (Long,
1981), and comprehensible output (Swain, 1985). The boldness of Krashen’s original
claims enabled the development of predictions and refutations.

Making explicit the nature of the metaphorical space that constitutes the ZPD
allows us not only to test the utility of various versions of the structure but also to
consider the notion of scaffolding in terms of its relation to the space of the ZPD.
“Where” does scaffolding take place, and how does it affect (and how is it affected by)
the space where it occurs?

5.3 Capturing invisible progress

The standard way of measuring progress in language development is to examine
learners’ own output. The problem is that, in a short space of time, it is quite difficult
to see tangible progress in this way. Since the ZPD is concerned with the “buds” rather
than the “fruits” of development, it should be possible to examine nascent develop-
ment. Two proposals currently being developed are mentioned briefly here.

5.3.1 Scoring according to the amount of support required to make a grammar cor-
rection

Inspired by Aljaafreh and Lantolf’s (1994) seminal paper examining the move
from other-regulation to self-regulation, Nakano (2019) has developed a scoring sys-
tem that also “rewards” any movement towards self-regulation. Students are invited
to self-correct free compositions, and a total of four hints, increasing gradually in
explicitness, are available as support. A student who self-corrects with none of the
hints receives 4 points for the correction, a student needing one hint receives 3 points,
a student needing two hints receives 2 points, and a student needing three hints re-
ceives 1 point. By giving similar assignments with similar classes of errors multiple
times in a semester, it is possible to see individual students gradually increasing their
scores even though their original compositions have largely the same kinds of errors.
It is possible to predict—and of course test the prediction—that the errors receiving 4
points will soon disappear.
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5.3.2 Using transcription to predict future development

It has been observed in first-year university classes for English majors that stu-
dents make quite basic grammatical errors (such as omitting plural marking on nouns
or omitting 3*-person singular marking on verbs) even when transcribing quotations
from books to use in book reviews. Many students decrease the number of those er-
rors drastically over the course of a year within quotations, while still making them
in original sentences. It is suggested that accuracy in quotations may be a leading in-
dicator of development in the students’ internal grammatical system, which we might
view as Vygotsky’s “buds” of development; we would expect that some of these buds
will become fruits at a later date. Leveraging the spatial metaphor in the way outlined
above, we might say that errors made in transcription are located in the ZPoD, while
those that have been eliminated in transcription are likely to be in the ZPD. If this is
borne out empirically, this gives us another possibility for observing progress in the
relatively short term that could not be observed simply by checking the grammatical
accuracy of students’ free compositions.

If we give students writing tasks that include transcription alongside freer forms
of writing, we can potentially observe features at various stages, gaining a more holis-

tic picture of the current state of development.
6. Conclusion

Some recent scholarship, by examining Vygotsky’s own pronouncements on the
ZPD and considering them in their historical context, has insisted that the concept
of the ZPD is designed purely to describe children’s development and should not be
invoked at all in adult learning. At the same time, much research invokes the ZPD in
an unreflective way that adds little to the analysis conducted by the authors.

The present paper takes a middle way. Recognizing the historical roots of the
ZPD concept and adapting it in a reflective way, it is possible to leverage the power
of the concept while avoiding the dangers of unprincipled ahistoricism. By leverag-
ing the spatial metaphor of the ZPD, and by manipulating writing tasks to include a
greater range of output types, it may be possible to get better snapshots of states of
language development than before, and, through a large number of these snapshots,
get closer to apprehending development as a process.

The approach described here is speculative. Future research will need to put
the approach into practice to confirm whether it has practical value and theoretical
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significance.
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