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Fact Sheet 44 - How to use the zone of proximal development 

in the classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

The now famous psychologist Lev Vygotsky developed the zone of proximal 

development (ZPD) around 100 years ago (Kozulin et al., 2003). It’s a well-known 

concept used by educators around the globe.  

Although it’s an advanced concept, the ZPD is important to learn because TAs spend 

so much time working one-on-one with students and sometimes take on more 

responsibilities (e.g., taking a lead role when the main classroom teacher is absent) 

(Slater, 2019).  

The easiest way to explain and understand the zone of proximal development is to 

think of a learning task in terms of 3 levels of difficulty. At either end, the task can be 

too easy or too hard. If it’s too easy, students don’t learn anything. If it’s too hard, 

students can’t learn anything even if they try really hard. The ZPD is the ‘sweet spot’ 

between these 2 points, and it’s where learning is maximised.  

However, it should be emphasised that learning can only occur in the ZPD when 

support is provided (Vygotsky, 1978). If no support is provided, the student will not be 

able to undertake learning tasks at that particular level of difficulty. To maximise 

progress, students should spend as much time as possible learning in their ZPD.  

If they spend time on tasks that are too easy, they are just wasting time. If they spend 

time on tasks that are outside their capabilities, they will become frustrated and give 

up. In an ideal world, students would spend around 80% of their lessons in their 

personal ZPDs.  

The other 20% of the lesson should be for activities such as consolidations, reviews, 

games and quizzes, class discussions and various whole-of-class activities which are 

targeted at the class’s average ZPD, not any individual’s ZPD.  
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The ZPD is the 'sweet spot' where learning is optimised. 

As a student progresses in the learning journey, his/her ZPD gradually shifts. This 

means that the TA must shift the level of difficulty of the task to keep up with the 

student’s gain in competence. In other words, once a student can do something 

without support, he/she has fallen out of the ZPD and a more challenging task is 

needed to pull them back into it. Not doing so would mean that the student is working 

in the ‘too easy’ zone (which is generally pointless).  

The ZPD should be considered when diagnosing behavioural issues. If a student is 

frustrated and displaying task-avoidance behaviours, it may be because the task is too 

easy or too hard.  

The instructional strategies found in this and other factsheets are only effective when 

the difficulty level aligns with the student’s ZPD. If the difficulty level is too hard, 

strategies won’t work no matter what you try; if it’s too easy, strategies aren’t needed 

as the student can easily do the task on his/her own.  
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