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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to explore Vygotsky’s contribution to the socio-cultural theory in the field of 
education in general, and applied linguistics in particular. The study aims to elaborate the impact of 
social-cultural theory in the existing body of literature. The study also reviews implications and applications of 
socio-cultural theory in second language acquisition (SLA). Moreover, this study also critiques the basic 
concepts of the theory and how far these concepts have been implicated in the domain of research. The central 
focus is to explore and to critically understand central ideas such as Zone of Proximal Development, mediation, 
scaffolding, internalization, and private speech. The socio-cultural theory focuses on what learners learn and the 
solution to their learning problems. Socio- cultural theory has made a great effect on learning and teaching 
languages. It also regards learning second language as a semiotic process where participation in socially 
mediated activities is very important (Ellis, 2000). Vygotsky (1987) singled out and studied the dynamic social 
surroundings which indicate the connection between teacher and the child. Moreover, he focused on the social, 
cultural and historical artifacts which play a pivotal role in the children’s cognitive development as well as their 
potential performance. The study concludes with the idea of Williams & Burden (1997) that socio-cultural theory 
suggests that education should be associated with learning to learn and making learning experiences meaningful 
and relevant to the learner. The study also suggests some pedagogical implications and offers teaching and 
learning practices in relation to socio-cultural theory. 

1. Introduction  

Vygotsky’s important concepts of socio-cultural theory such as ZPD, mediation, scaffolding, internalization and 
private speech explored and highlighted suggest that their implication and application should be discussed. 
Through the analysis of applicability of socio cultural theory in SLL, it can be known how theory is applied in 
SLL classrooms. A number of studies conducted in the field suggest that to large extent, Vygotsky’s ideas are 
applied in the discipline of education. The matter is their implication in L2 teaching. To what extent these ideas 
are implemented in the field of L2 teaching and learning. There are different approaches to learning and teaching 
English language. The application of socio-cultural theory in L2 classroom clearly lies in the task based 
approach. This approach suggests obvious implication of (SCT). It focuses the significance of social and 
collaborative modes of learning. Socio cultural theory came out of social and cultural interaction between 
people. 

There are a number of language learning theories which are introduced by researchers in second language 
research. These theories are based on research and observation in the field of language learning. B. F Skinner’s 
theory of behaviorism, Chomsky’s theory of Universal Grammar, Krashen’s five Hypotheses, connectionism and 
Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory have changed people’ mind of language learning. This change was made 
possible through research and keen observation in the child’s language learning development. Thus, the idea of 
Vygotsky is very important in second language learning because he introduced the concept of language learning 
in social interaction. His socio cultural theory basically lays emphasis on the role which is played by social, 
cultural and historical artifacts in the child’s mental development. For example, by citing Lantolf & Beckett 
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(2009) actually named SCT as an educational paradigm to refer second language development. This statement is 
also verified with doctoral study done by Negueruela’s (2003). It may be right to state that socio cultural theory 
is a theory of educational framework wherein the cognitive development of the child is promoted.  

The present study tends to critically review Socio-Cultural Theory (SCT) in second language learning. This 
attempt is made to rationalize how the theory works in the language development of the child. The study also 
highlights main components of the theory such as Zone of Proximal Development, Mediation, Scaffolding, 
Internalization, and Private speech. As mentioned earlier that higher mental practices are developed through SCT. 
And social interaction is referred as a main process of learning component.  

Moreover, research in SCT implicates the basic concepts of the theory and discusses that all cognitive 
development is symbolically mediated. Vygotskyan theory was extended to SLA by Lantolf (200) and Donato 
(2002). They described the way second language learners acquire language when they collaborate and interact 
with other people. The extended framework suggests collaboration and interaction as main ingredients of the 
theory. The basic components of socio cultural theory are mentioned and discussed. 

2. Zone of Proximal Development 

According to Vygotsky (1978), Zone of Proximal Development is for each child who is developing cognitively. 
The way he defined ZPD is the distance between the actual development 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, 1978). This suggests that there is a big 
difference in the development of the child when he/she is in the company of more knowledgeable other. This 
difference shows that the child learns actively and promptly in the company of a mentor or a teacher. The idea of 
Vygotsky is to describe the development of the child when he/she works independently, but the difference is 
made when he/she is supported by the more knowledgeable other. The theory of Vygotsky testifies that the 
development of the child is possible in the guidance of a teacher, parent or any peer. Moreover, the idea of ZPD 
is interpreted by Mitchell and Myles (2004) as the domain of skills or knowledge wherein the child is not 
capable of independent functioning; however the child can get the targeted result when he is given relatively 
scaffolded. Another important concept in socio-cultural theory is mediation.  

2.1 Mediation, Scaffolding and Internalization  

According to Vygotsky (1978) Mediation is the representation of tools. Mediation is referred as the use of tools 
and these tools are adopted by the child to resolve a problem or achieve the target. So language is considered the 
most significant of the tools. The idea of mediation is treated in different words by Turuk (2008). For example, 
he describes mediation as the part in the development of the child which is played by more knowledgeable other 
in his life. Thus, language learning is deemed as a mediated process in SLA. In this regard, inter-subjectivity is 
key to the idea of mediation. However, Wertsch (1998) described inter-subjectivity as a shared understanding 
between the child and the adult. However, inter-subjectivity is very significant step in internalization. That is 
because the more significant person, mentor or teacher slowly reduces support and transfers responsibility to the 
learner. Mediation is the use of tools, a part played by other person in the cognitive development of the child.  

Thus, the concept of scaffolding is very important in socio cultural theory. It is defined as the support which is 
given to the child to meet his cognitive potential. Citing Donato (2000) in this context is meaningful because he 
described scaffolding as a situation which is created by an expert, peer or parent wherein the child can take part 
and increase his/her current skills and knowledge to higher levels of performance. This means to facilitate the 
novice who can participate and improve language skills. A kind of help or support given to the leaner, in which 
he/she can easily participate and work under guidance of an expert. Such situation is generated by peer to 
facilitate the novice in language learning. Moreover, Schumm (2006) interpreted scaffolding that students are 
provided help in their language learning and such help is diminished or stopped because to make the child more 
independent. This is the way to produce independent learner and promote autonomy in language learning. 
Simultaneously, Verity (2005) looked at scaffolding as cognitive help given to the child that reduces his/her 
cognitive burden in the learning task. Moreover, Lantolf & Beckett (2009) describe internalization as the process 
through which learners appropriate social tools of mediation, cultural artifacts, language and utilize it to regulate 
their cognitive activity. Vygotsky, (1978) defined internalization as  

Any function in the child’s cultural development appears twice, or on two planes. First it appears on the 
social plane, and then on the psychological plane. First it appears between people as an inter-psychological 
category, and then within the child as an intra-psychological category (p. 87).  

The way Vygotsky (1978) described internalization is to understand the cognitive development of the child 
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which is circled in two planes and these are social and psychological. In social plane, the child develops in the 
company of parent, mentor or teacher and then he or she becomes independent. Further, Lantolf & Thorne (2006) 
stated internalization as the process of learning from social to individual. Similarly, Brown & Ferrera (1985) 
treated Internalization in the same vein. First of all, the learner undergoes the process of problem solving 
activities in the company of others, however, he/ she tends to perform the tasks independently.  

2.2 Private Speech  

Private speech is often assumed to increase the child’s early developing skills and it also enhances his/her task 
level of performance, achievement and success. To Vygotsky (1987), private speech is a child’s social interaction 
and it becomes inner speech in the end. The study of Smith (2007) is known as rich in private speech in ESL 
classroom. The study indicates that private speech offers deep look into learners’ mental process. Moreover, the 
study also provides access to teachers who reach learners’ knowledge they already know. Lantolf & Beckett 
(2009) argue that learners use private speech to manage and appropriate their cognitive behaviour. Thus, the 
basic to Vygotsky theory is the notion that children resort to private speech because it helps them overcome 
obstacles to task success and facilitates problem solving. However, this concept may be interpreted that to 
Vygotsky, early speech is global and multifunctional. Gradually, it separates into two functionally specific types. 
First, speech used to communicate with others, second, speech directed at communicating with the self.  

3. Critique of Socio-Cultural Theory (SCT) 

The application of the ZPD in practice is more problematic. Vygotsky failed to provide much about the effective 
use of ZPD in classrooms (Shayer, 2002). Piaget (1995, as cited in Matusov & Hayes, 2000) suggests that in 
participation in the activity for which a child is not ready with a more knowledgeable other, leads mainly to 
imposing the partner’ views and will not affect the structures of child’s actions (i.e., social constraint). Mitchell 
& Myles (2004) claim that most socio-cultural studies of language development within the ZPD have focused on 
individual lexical items or morpho syntactic features as found in traditional grammar. The concept of Zone of 
proximal development was critiqued by Lambert & Clyde (2000) as follows: 

We feel…that Vygotsky’s ZPD presents a restricted view of learning processes and reduces the learner's 
role to one of passivity and dependence upon the adult (p. 29). 

They actually failed to consider the application of ZPD in language learning. As researchers, Lambert & Clyde 
(2000) felt restricted view of ZPD. They had rather provide findings to support their furnishing idea. Since 
Vygotsky (1997) argues that the role of teacher in the ZPD is to shape and fashion the social environment of the 
child and he/she cannot directly influence the child in the cognitive development. Vygotsky (1997) did not use 
the word scaffolding in socio cultural theory.  

3.1 Applications of SCT  

Socio cultural theory has influenced research in SLA. The applications and implications of the theory are 
strongly discussed in the social context of language learning. Moreover, Donato (2002) researched based on SCT 
and showed language learning as a social process. His study concluded that meaning is created through 
collaboration. The studies of Lantolf (2000) and Swain (2002) indicate the usefulness of peer interaction. It 
includes the way learners help each other during second language learning and simultaneously, the way they 
work together in form of focused activities. Verenikina (2008) concluded that in spite of some limitations of 
Vygotskyan socio-cultural theory and its basic concepts, researchers and practitioners have conducted a number 
of studies based on SCT. There is still deeper understanding required to operationalize scaffolding, ZPD in 
teaching practices. The notion of ZPD is used which engages interaction between expert and novice.  

The theory presents the positive view of learner and provides meditational tools to promote him or her potential 
level. A main focus is placed on the active position of learner which is necessary to become a self-regulated 
learner. The main concepts of Vygotsky’s SCT, ZPD, mediation, scaffolding, internalization and private speech 
have been reviewed and researched in the domain of SLA. A great deal of research has been conducted based on 
SCT in classroom. In this regard, citing Ellis (2000) who suggests that socio-cultural theory emphasizes how 
learners complete the task and indicate how interaction among learners can scaffold in second language 
acquisition. The theory focused on the social, cultural and historical artifacts which play a pivotal role in the 
children’s cognitive development as well as their potential performance. Vygotsky revolutionized pedagogy with 
his thoughtful psychology of child development centered in the socio-cultural perspective. 

4. Conclusion  

The study concludes with the idea that it was really surprise for researchers with the idea that socio cultural 
factors are necessary for the cognitive development of the child in language learning. His genuine contribution to 
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socio-cultural theory and his challenging ideas into this theoretical framework have a great place in the field of 
education, psychology and applied linguistics. Through the analysis of different findings and studies, it seems 
meaningful to state that Vygotsky singled out and studied the dynamic social surroundings which indicate the 
connection between teacher and the child. However, he focused on the social, cultural and historical artifacts 
which play a pivotal role in the children’s cognitive development as well as their potential performance. Major 
concepts discussed aforementioned reveal the remarkable achievement of socio-cultural theory in learning and 
teaching processes. Most importantly, language use, the notion of ZPD, peer interaction and learning as a 
mediated process are Vygotsky’s influential thoughts used and practiced in SLL, SLA. Broadly speaking, the 
application of these ideas is a matter of great significance. Nevertheless, this is the social-framework through 
which some insights can be sought and applied into practices of SLL. He lived intensively and proved his worth 
in the most varied psychological fields- psychological on general, developmental, and educational psychology, 
on the psychology of art etc. Interestingly enough, each of these fields felt the salutary influence of his 
innovative, bold and original ideas. 
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