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Introduction
As a teacher, it is your duty to ensure that each of your
students is receiving the individual attention and instruction
necessary for their success. While one student may be
advancing at a fast pace, another student may be falling
behind a little more each day and it is your job to identify the
differences in these students and address the issue
effectively. This is known as identifying and teaching in the
Zone of Proximal Development. By adapting this concept of
Lev Vygotsky, you can better modify instruction to be most
beneficial for your students as individuals and maximize the
learning that occurs in your classroom.
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What is the Zone of Proximal Development?
The Zone of Development is defined as the difference between what a
child can do independently and what he or she is capable of doing with
targeted assistance, known as scaffolding (Lui, 2012). The Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD) is a concept which was developed by
psychologist Lev Vygostky in the 20th century. This zone is known as the
sweet spot where instruction is at the appropriate level and will be most
beneficial to the learner. By building on skills that were previously
developed, students are able to develop new skills based on instruction
that is neither too difficult, nor too easy for his or her personal learning
level or ZPD.

Locating each student’s ZPD
In order to determine which students are ready for more challenging
materials and which students may require some additional assistance,
it is necessary for you, the teacher, to regularly identify where each
student’s ZPD currently lies. By preforming a close examination of
each learner as an individual, a teacher will be able to properly assess
each student’s ZPD. If you aren’t sure that you are teaching in the
ZPD, the next page shows a chart that features questions, tips, and
examples of teaching in the Zone of Proximal Development.
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Am I teaching in the ZPD?
Chart adapted from White Paper Teaching in the Zone
Questions to ask Yourself

Tips

Examples

Am I aware of the
information that I want for
the students to understand
at the end of the unit?

Identify the specific level of
knowldege and
understanding that you want
your students to obtain for a
specific amount of time.

I want my students to be
able to subtract single digit
numbers by the end of this
week.

Do I have an undertanding of
Develop a learning sequence
the prior knowledge
that you want your students
necessary for the students
to follow in order to obtain
to successfully reach the
the targeted level of
desired level of
knowledge.
understanding?

Students must be able to
identify single digit numbers
and use representational
models such as number
lines, before subtracting
single digit numbers.

Will the activies I have
designed allow me to
properly assess what the
students understand and
what needs to be further
worked on?

Be careful to create tasks,
activities, and problems that
allow you to observe and
assess the students while
they are learning.

Working in small groups will
allow students to ask their
peers questions in order to
gain further understanding
about subraction.

Am I actively working to
understand the thought
processes the students are
using to get their answers?

Frequent assessments
(formal and informal) allow
you to compare strengths
and weaknesses at individual
and group levels.

Small group work will allow
me to informally assess.
Homework will allow me to
assess the students formally
as individuals.

Am I modifying the
instruction based on what
the students understand and
what needs more work?

By knowing what students
can accomplish
idependently and with
others, and also what they
cannot do, you can modify
instruction accordingly.

Students who advance
quickly will be placed with
students who are struggling,
in order to help them.

Work with small groups and
individual students to push
their thinking.

Asking specific questions of
the students who are
struggling will allow them to
deepen their thought
process.

Am I providing sufficient
feedback that will allow the
students to build on their
weaknesses, using their
strengths?
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Scaffolding
Although the term scaffolding was not
coined by Vygotsky, it has become
synonymous with the Zone of Proximal
Development. Psychologists Wood, Bruner,
and Ross coined the term scaffolding to
refer to a variety of instructional
techniques used to move students
progressively toward stronger
understanding and, ultimately, greater
independence in the learning process
(Abbott, 2014). Through scaffolding, a
student is given assistance with a task until
he or she can complete the task
independently.

Using Scaffolding to
Optimize Learning
In order to be successful through the use
of scaffolding, here are some general
guidelines to follow.
! Pre-engagement with the student
and the curriculum
! Establish a shared goal
! Actively diagnose student needs and
understandings
! Provide tailored assistance
! Maintain pursuit of the goal
! Give feedback
! Control for frustration and risk
! Assist internalization,
independence, and generalization
to other contexts
! Begin with what the students can do
! Help students achieve success
quickly
! Know when it is time to stop
(Larkin, 2000)

“What the child is able
to do in collaboration
today, he will be able to
do independently
tomorrow.”

- Lev Vygotsky

teachers to perceive the many benefits of
scaffolding in the classroom. For
example, using scaffolding can reduce
any stress or anxiety a student may be
feeling. Often times if a task is too
difficult for a student to complete, he or
she will get anxious or nervous about the
inability to finish the job. By using
scaffolding, the teacher will be able to
recognize that this task is beyond the
child’s ZPD and therefore be able to
adjust instruction in order to meet the
student at his or her level. Another
benefit of scaffolding is the motivation it
can create. Meeting a student where he
or she is at allows for teaching
opportunities that are most beneficial to
the student as an individual. When a
student is directly benefiting from
instruction, he or she will likely be
motivated to continue on to a point of
understanding on his or her own.

By incorporating these guidelines into
everyday instruction, teachers will be able
to successfully instruct their students in
regards to scaffolding and the Zone of
Proximal Development. This will also allow
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Ensuring Success At Every Level
Above Grade Level
What to look for:
Student appears to be bored during class instruction.
Student work is consistently exceeds expectations.
Student may be working ahead on assignments.

At Grade Level
What to look for:
Student appears motivated during class instruction.
Student work is consistent with expected skill level.
Student is progressing on schedule with assignments.

Below Grade Level
What to look for:
Student appears frustrated during class instruction.
Student work is lacking knowledge and understanding.
Student may fall behind schedule on assignments.
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