Vygotsky: Key ideas
Major themes/assumptions/assertions 
Vygotsky maintained a broader view of development than other theorists: how did humans come to develop higher psychological processes in the first place? Within that framework, how do children come to possess the cognitive functions they exhibit later in life?
Individual development cannot be understood without reference to the social and cultural context within which it is embedded. Higher mental processes in the individual have their origin in social processes.
Mental processes can be understood only if we understand the tools and signs that mediate them. In higher forms of human behavior, the individual actively modifies the stimulus situation as a part of the process of responding to it.
No single principle (such as Piaget's equilibration) can account for development.
Appropriate methods for studying intellectual development are: 
· emphasis on experimentation/observation in natural, authentic settings 
· cross-species comparisons 
· sociohistorical factors that mediate development 
The social origins of higher mental processes
Social context is so important to Vygotsky that it is not simply one more variable to be accounted for; rather, social activity (i.e., the interaction between individual and context), not the individual him/herself, is the appropriate unit of analysis in psychology. Development does not proceed toward socialization; development is the conversion of social relations into mental functions. "Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later on the individual level; first, between people, then inside the child... All the higher functions originate as actual relations between individuals." For example, children may argue with each other about who gets to play with what toy, or how a task should be completed. Eventually, this argument among people gets converted to a kind of internal, mental "argument"; that is, it contributes to the ability to see an issue from different sides, and to weigh various courses of action before making a decision. The child converts social relations into psychological functions through mediation. Mediation occurs through a linking tool or sign. A tool is defined as something that can be used in the service of something else. A sign is something that stands for something else (indexical, iconic, symbolic). 
Language is the most important kind of sign use in acquisition of higher psychological processes, because it frees children from the constraints of their immediate environment (decontextualization). For example, a small child can respond only to its immediate needs or feelings: hunger, thirst, pain, fear, etc. But as adults, we can use language to regulate our behavior beyond our immediate needs or environment. For example, in the morning you may wake up and want a glass of orange juice, only to discover that you are out of orange juice. Later in the day, you are no longer thirsty for orange juice, but you can mediate your behavior through the use of a sign: that is, you can write "orange juice" on a grocery list and buy some on the way home. The use of this written sign allows me to regulate your own behavior (that of buying orange juice) even when you are no longer experiencing the immediate environmental stimulus of thirst. The diversity of symbols across cultures leads to differences in the kinds of mental functions that are developed. Thus, universal stages of psychological development across cultures cannot be identified. For example, people of different cultures have been shown to classify objects in different ways. One culture might group plants according to their use; another according to their appearance, another according to their location, etc. 

Implications for instruction
Instruction should lead (i.e., precede) development. Instruction should be targeted at the "leading" edge of the zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is defined as the difference between problem-solving the child is capable of performing independently, and problem-solving he/she is capable of performing with guidance or collaboration. This defines the area in which maturation/development is currently taking place and suggests the appropriate target for instruction. For example, suppose a particular 9-year old can solve most arithmetic problems independently; can solve some simple algebraic problems with guidance from a teacher; and cannot solve calculus problems no matter how much help she is given. We would say that algebra problems are within her ZPD, and that this is the level at which instruction will be most profitable. After all, it will be of little use to continue to present problems that she can already solve, or to present problems that will only frustrate her. 
In an instructional setting, social "partners" should be at different levels of development, and they should jointly construct the problem solution. This helps to insure that the teacher or more advanced student can assist the less advanced one, and that they will be operating within his/her ZPD. Don't fall into the trap, however, of always thinking of one individual as the "tutor" or "teacher" and the other as the "learner" within a small group such as this. If the instructor arranges the topic, project, and discussions well, each student can play the "tutor" role during the completion of a project, even during the same class period. 
Instruction should provide learners with authentic situations in which they must resolve dilemmas. From Vygotsky's picture of the child's capabilities since it fails to account for the ZPD. 

Current applications of Vygotsky's work
A contemporary application of Vygotsky's theories is "reciprocal teaching", used to improve students' ability to learn from text. In this method, teacher and students collaborate in learning and practicing four key skills: summarizing, questioning, clarifying, and predicting. The teacher's role in the process is reduced over time. Also, Vygotsky is relevant to instructional concepts such as "scaffolding" and "apprenticeship", in which a teacher or more advanced peer helps to structure or arrange a task so that a novice can work on it successfully. Vygotsky's theories also feed into current interest in collaborative learning, suggesting that group members should have different levels of ability so more advanced peers can help less advanced members operate within their ZPD. 
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