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Instructional Scaffolding 
 

Providing support, or scaffolding, is a critical component in teaching new tasks with multiple steps and has been shown to 
increase student performance. Many students often are not actively engaged in the learning process when being taught a 
new skill if they often do not understand the underlying concepts. Instructional scaffolding is a process through which a 
teacher adds supports for students to enhance learning and aid in the mastery of the content. The teacher does this by 
steadily building on students’ experiences and knowledge as they are learning new skills. Content Scaffolding is one type of 
instructional scaffolding in which teachers demonstrate content materials that is not too difficult or unfamiliar to students 
learning a new skill and continue to build on the concept. Scaffolding also might be accomplished through varying students’ 
tasks or materials. 

SCAFFOLDING: a metaphor for instructional interactions 

What is It?  Based on the study of parent-child interactions, Wood, Burner, and Ross first introduced the term 
scaffolded instruction in 1976. The strategy enables a child or novice to solve a problem, carry out a task or achieve a goal 
which would be beyond the child’s efforts is performed on their own. Scaffolding occurs within Vygotsky’s zone of proximal 
development (1978) which describes the distance between what a child can understand on their own and what they can do 
with assistance. Individual scaffolded supports include: 

• Semantic Mapping 
• Advanced Organizers such as guided notes and graphic organizers 
• Reading Interventions including Mnemonic Illustrations 

TEACHING IN ACTION Powerful teaching practices occur when teachers increase the teacher-student 
interactions, use ongoing assessment, and fade student supports as the students become more independent and show 
mastery of the content.   
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LEADERSHIP IN ACTION  Scaffolding can be used to optimize learning for all students; however, it is a 
very demanding form of instruction. It aligns with TKES Performance Standard 3: Instructional Strategies. Administrators 
can support scaffolding throughout the lesson by: 

• Encouraging teachers to use scaffolding when appropriate. Keep in mind that all students may not need scaffolding 
for all tasks and materials. 

• Provide professional development to enhance knowledge of the curriculum. This will enable teachers to determine 
the difficulty level of particular materials and task. 
 

The following link provides additional information on successful uses of the instructional scaffolding process. A scaffolding-
specific Observation Tool may be available as part of each school’s Student Support Facilitator (“SSF”) redelivery materials. 

WHAT TEACHERS ARE TEACHING AND STUDENTS ARE LEARNING    
 

Research shows that scaffolded supports with reciprocal teaching showed medium to large gains in reading comprehension 
(Palincsar, 1986; Palincsar & Brown, 1984). In addition, struggling students with disabilities have shown comprehension gains 
that have been associated with reciprocal teaching. 

How effective is It?    Meta-analysis of scaffolded supports such as those listed above showed positive 
effects on content and comprehension of students with learning disabilities and improvement in both vocabulary and 
inference/relational comprehension. Although it is difficult to isolate the specific contribution of scaffolded supports, they 
are a key component of instructional approaches that have been shown to increase student performance. 

• The average effect size of interventions that influence student achievement is 0.40.  
• Strategies emphasizing scaffolding have the potential to accelerate student achievement by 0.82 effect size. 
• An effect size close to “1” signals greater effect on student learning. 
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