
The Social Development Theory in the Classroom 

Overview: The Social Development Theory suggests that social interaction is a necessary aspect 

in the development of cognition. It also states that the range of cognitive development takes 

place in the “zone of proximal development,” or ZPD, which is the space where theory 

contributor Lev Vygotsky believes that learning is most effective (Harland, Mercer, Wass, 2011, 

p. 318). The learning process is enhanced through the assistance of another learner within the 

zone of proximal development and the environment in which the learning occurs. The Social 

Development Theory argues that social learning precedes development. 

Contributors: Lev Vygotsky is the contributor to the Social Development Theory. 

Unfortunately, some parts of the theory are unclear due to the premature death of Vygotsky 

before he was able to finish his theory work. This includes a lack of clarification of who qualifies 

as a more capable peer, which is the person assisting the learner with the learning tasks (Harland, 

et al., 2011). It is assumed that the peer has subject knowledge and the ability to provide 

assistance.   

Major Principles: The zone of proximal development and scaffolding are major principles of 

the Social Development Theory. The zone of proximal development is a “gap between the 

learning a student can achieve unaided, compared with the learning attained with assistance” 

(Milne, Murphy, & Scantelbury, 2015, p. 284). Learners are able to explore through social 

interactions, allowing their learning to become more meaningful. The ZPD describes the “space 

between what a child can accomplish on their own (their current developmental level), and what 

they are capable of with the help of a more capable other (the level of potential or proximal 

development)” (Danish, Peppler, Phelps, & Washington, 2011, pg. 456). Work done in the ZPD 

is beneficial for both parties, by pushing the lower level learner to one’s potential and 

challenging the higher level learner to explain and assist with concepts that they have a good 

understanding. It is accomplished through scaffolding, which is the “support a learner is given to 

attain a goal or engage in a task otherwise out of reach (Harland et al., 2011, p. 319). Once these 

learning tasks are accomplished, the scaffold can gradually be removed, extending the ZPD. 

Application: Scaffolding can be used in any classroom and can be done so quite frequently. For 

example, in a High School Marketing class during the Pricing Unit, students learn formulas for 

equations such as profits, rate of return, and break-even point. The instructor should begin by 

introducing the necessary background information for key terms, definitions, and formulas. Next, 

the instructor will model how to complete an example story problem as the students watch. Then, 

the students will work through a similar problem with the guided assistance of the instructor. 

This will allow for the appropriate amount of support through scaffolding in a step by step 

process, which will assist in the understanding of the new information. Through gradual release 

of instruction, students will be able to obtain the information necessary to perform within and 

eventually extending their zone of proximal development, pushing them to new limits. When 

working in their ZPD, it is important that each learner has a “more capable other,” such as an 

expert (the teacher), or another knowledgeable student. This collaboration requires the student to 

be actively engaged in their learning exploration. Through these social interactions, learning 

becomes meaningful. 
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