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| According to Lev Vygotsky,
many cognitive processes
and skills are socially
transferred from more
knowledgeable members
of society to children.
Vugatsky's socipsultural
theory helps us understand
the wide cultural variation
in cognitive competencies.
Vygotsky is pictured here
with his daughter.
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vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory

i ici in studies addressing the
d of child development has recently seen a dramatic increase in studies 2
Thﬁﬂemﬁcl cnunfmrr of childgen's lives, Investigations that make comparisons across cultu.rﬁ: and
berween ethnic groups within cultures, provide insight into whethe _dcvel\_, ental p e
v to all children or are limited o particular environmental conditions. Asa mult: cross
HPE.!]Y & multicultural research helps us untangle genetic and environmental contributions to
tr; umman order of appearance, and diversity of children’s behaviors (Greel?ﬁeld, 1994).

‘ i th. st cross-cultural studies focused on broad cultural differences in development—
for cx:.meil: whether children in one culture are more advanced in motor development or do
hnenzr Dnt:n;cucc{ual tasks than children in another. Hmv:v;; ‘:ﬂh;s appr:aw? cc:;:e;‘do 1;; ::ics:c:i::

i sctly that one culture is superior in enhancing developmer ¢

?Sf:‘:\ f:fddi&un. it does not help us understand the precise expenences that contribute to

ifferences in behavior, ) ) ) _
ctllh;‘r:ldg;ﬁ::; research ls examining the relationship of mh;;._muﬂ’gge;ﬂcg %T:i t;}j::;ln

'he ibuti f Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (189 )
opment. The cantributions of Ru R ot e

i {e in this frend. Vygotsky's (1934/ 1987) perspective : mml_ !

major Qr: how culture—the values, beliefs, mstom:.d and skills of suclzl:ﬁ g_rnucu ngmﬁv:;jd
X i i cial i ctign—in pi Y di-
to the next generation. According to Vygotsky, so al interac : i
a‘l’agnes witlg-la;om knowledgeahle members of society—is necessary for ch:]d;c‘n\ fmmzcci?fgd‘l }z
ways of thinking and behaving that make up a community’s culture (Rowe wl:. o ;ﬂ_n 3
Vygotsky believed that as adults and more-expert peers help children master o ]ﬁtru YAs o
ingful activities, the communication between them becomes part af children’s g

rnalize i in them to guide their
i ize features of these dialogues, they can use the language within them to § :
2:;1: $§ught and behavior and to acquire new skills (Berk, lﬂﬂ}a). The young ;:lg“mmu'n thcc:lr;g_
herself while working a puzzle or tying her shoes has begun to unpl_ndment Obl": D
partive functions of adnli—child interaction. Consequently, the chil Ca;sks Pt
comments similar to those an'adult used to help he'r masier unportamhﬂdm.n' —
Vygotsky's theory has been 5[:;'"1111,- 1nﬂ|.fenual in n&:ns::gi w:i;: g ni;:g;;gﬂ dei
¢ ith Ping i are active, cons! . gety
By gt Prn?;;iia:cddﬂchﬂdren’s indepéndent efforts to make sense of their world,
Vygotsky viewed cognitive development as a socially mediated pmcm_j;-as
dependént on the assistance that adults and more-expert pests provide as
i tackle new challenges. . )
ch.!ldlrne:rygmsky's theory, children undergo certain siagewise Fhang‘es.dl:_c:
example, when they acquire language; their ability to participate 1‘:;1” o
logues with others is greatly enhanced, u‘nd mastery of culluralb!‘ A
competencies. surges forward. When children enter schuc!, they spen
much time discussing language, literacy, and other uczdc‘mv‘: concepts—
expleriences that encourage them to rzﬂzc_t on L_'hcu own thinking (Ko:.ulm! ilin,
2003). Asa result, they gain dramatically in reasoning am.’f pmblems(ll w;s)
At the same time, Vygotsky stressed that dialogues with expertslea )
continuous changes that vary greatly from culture to cultute, Cans;.sten'
with this view, a majer finding of cross-cultural research is that cul‘iu;es ?:I
loct different tasks for children's learning (Rogoff & Chavajay, ¥995}, 3 ;c;: :
interaction surrounding those tagks leads 1o cpmlpmnn_es‘-esscnn er
suceess in @ particular culture, For example, in n}dustmhzed nnno;nn i
teachers can be seen helping people learn to read, drivea car, or use a co

2
"
=
;3
2
E
3
&
2
=
I
L3
&

e

This girl of Bali, Indanesia, is learning traditional da‘nce t;gpslf:::grs:e?reg ,
guidance of an adult expert. A;cording dm Vgg?(tshug’ ; :;n“u;g gt

+al interaction betuesn children and more Kno 1 .
| iz;ir culture leads to ways of thinking and behaving essential for success
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puter. Among the Zinacanteco Indians of southern Mexico, adult experts guide young girls as
they master complicated weaving techniques (Childs & Greenfield, 1982). In Brazil and other
developing nations, child candy sellers with little or no schooling develop sophisticated math-
ematical abilities as the result of buying candy from wholesalers, pricing it in collaboration with
adults and experienced peers, and bargaining with customers on city streets (Saxe, 1988).
Vygotsky’s theory, and the research stimulated by it, reveal that children in every culture de-
velop unique strengths. At the same time, Vygotsky’s emphasis on culture and social experience led
him to neglect the biological side of development. Although he recognized the importance of
heredity and brain growth, he said little about their role in cognitive change. Furthermore, Vygot-
sky’s focus on social transmission of knowledge meant that he placed less emphasis than other the-
orists on children’s capacity to shape their own development (Wertsch & Tulviste, 1992). Followers
of Vygotsky stress that children actively participate in the conversations and social activities from
which their development springs. From these joint experiences, they not only acquire culturally val-
ued practices but also modify and transform those practices (Rogoff, 1998, 2003). Contemporary
sociocultural theorists grant the individual and society balanced, mutually influential roles.

Ecological Systems Theory

Urie Bronfenbrenner, an American psychologist, is responsible for an approach to child develop-
ment that has moved to the forefront of the field over the past two decades because it offers the
most differentiated and thorough account of contextual influences on children’s development.
Ecological systems theory views the child as developing within a complex system of relationships
affected by multiple levels of the surrounding environment. Since the child’s biologically influ-
enced dispositions join with environmental forces to mold development, Bronfenbrenner recently
characterized his perspective as a bivecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000).
Bronfenbrenner envisions the environment as a series of nested structures that includes but
extends beyond home, school, and neighborhood settings in which children spend their every-

day lives (see Figure 1.4). Each layer of the environment is viewed as having a powerful impact
on development.

FIGURE 1.4

Structure of the environment
in ecological systems theory.
The microsystem concerns relations
between the child and the immediate
environment; the mesosystem, con-
nections among immediate settings;
the exosystem, social settings that
affect but do not contain the child;
and the macrosystem, the values,
laws, customs, and resources of the
culture that affect activities and in-
teractions at all inner layers. The
chronosystem (not pictured) is nota
specific context. Instead, it refers to
the dynamic, ever-changing nature of
the person’s environment.

that culture. : o




