
 

Scaffolding 
 

Much like a scaffold supports a building under construction, scaffolding assists children’s 

and adult’s learning. Scaffolding is a term used to describe a specific way of assisting and 

instructing an individual to help them achieve and advance during a task or activity. The basic 

idea is that before children are able to perform difficult tasks independently, they need the help 

of more competent adults or peers to provide just enough help for them to complete the task. It is 

important to keep the child within his/her zone of proximal development (ZPD) during the task. 

The ZPD is a fictional area that exists between what a child can do independently, and what 

he/she can accomplish with the help of a more experienced adult or peer.  This entry will first 

provide a general overview of what scaffolding is. The entry will end with examples of what 

scaffolding looks like across the lifespan.  

General Overview 

The term scaffolding is a concept that was developed based on Lev Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural theory. Vygotksy’s sociocultural theory promotes the idea that child development is 

highly influenced by the social world and by internalizing cultural values and beliefs through 

language exchanges. Neo-Vysogtskian followers in the 1970s coined the term “scaffolding” to 

describe the most effective tutoring strategies. Since its entrée into mainstream psychology 

teachings, scaffolding has become very popular as a way of describing optimal teaching and 

advising strategies for students in the classroom and beyond. The idea of scaffolding can be 

applied to parent-child interactions in the home, teacher-child interactions at school, coaches’ 

interactions with players in sports contexts, as well as mentors and apprentices throughout the 

lifespan. Across the lifespan, scaffolding can help adults take on a new, difficult task, such as 

getting a new job or learning a new skill at work, and even further in the lifespan, scaffolding is 



 

important to maintain optimum independent daily functioning of elderly at home or in nursing 

homes or assisted-living facilities. 

There are four main components to scaffolding.  First, both individuals must jointly focus 

on an appropriately challenging, meaningful, goal-directed activity or problem together. The 

dyad can consist of adult-child, child-child, or adult-adult pairings; the important feature is that a 

less-skilled individual is interacting with a more-skilled individual. Second, both individuals 

must work toward the same goal; this is called intersubjectivity. The pair must communicate the 

ultimate goal for the task at hand and both must work together to reach the goal. Third, the more-

skilled individual must adjust the type and amount of aid that is provided in order to maximize 

the less-skilled individual’s independent work with the task, for example, asking leading helpful, 

questions at just the right level to get the less-skilled individual to the next step (rather than the 

more-experienced person just doing the task or giving them the answer). Finally, sensitive and 

warm encouragement from the more-skilled other is necessary throughout the task in order to 

promote confidence in the less-skilled other. Over time, and within one scaffolding session, as 

the less-skilled individual’s abilities increase, the more-skilled individual withdraws his/her 

assistance proportionately to the less-skilled other’s emerging capabilities, in order to allow for 

maximum autonomy and independence.  

Examples of Scaffolding 

Parent-child interactions can provide a perfect illustration for good scaffolding practices. 

Many studies explore this interaction by giving the parent-child dyad a difficult task to complete 

together. For example, the dyad might be asked to reproduce a difficult figure using plastic toy 

blocks.  Researchers often measure the language that the parent uses with the child and the extent 

that the parent physically aids in the completion of the task. After this interaction ends, the child 



 

is then instructed to complete the task by him/herself and performance is recorded. Results show 

that parents who encourage the child using positive language and those who gradually remove 

their support as the task proceeds tend to have children who successfully complete the task later 

on their own. Children who receive much high-quality scaffolding at home tend to be more 

developed cognitively, linguistically, academically, and have greater self-regulatory and 

behavioral control than children who receive little or poor quality scaffolding. Successful 

scaffolding is somewhat related to authoritative parenting styles, which utilizes a more 

democratic approach to parenting. This is in contrast to more authoritarian (uniformly strict and 

directive) and permissive (emotionally warm with few boundaries) parents who tend to have 

children who are less competent and autonomous.  

Teachers and other more experienced peers in school can also be excellent scaffolders for 

children. Rather than simply using didactic teaching strategies, Vygotsky and other neo-

Vygotskyian followers would encourage teachers to use scaffolding techniques to help children 

who are struggling with the material. In the classroom, teachers can individually vary the level of 

support they give to students who are struggling or they can put children into groups where more 

experienced peers are paired together with struggling classmates. These mixed-ability groups can 

facilitate peer scaffolding that can benefit all children in the classroom.  

Children or adults on sports teams might also experience scaffolding from their coach as 

well. During practices, coaches might instruct their players (adults or children) just beyond their 

skill level and challenge them on techniques that they might not be good at yet. With added 

intensive instruction from the coach early on, the players learn the skill and with time, they are 

able to complete it independently on the field or court. 



 

In a work setting, new employees might require extra assistance early on. Good bosses 

will provide extra help for their new employees, and during training might offer more in-depth 

hands-on guidance. Over time, new hires will learn the skills themselves and be able to perform 

them on their own. Using scaffolding for training new employees is a good way of ensuring that 

your businesses run smoothly and staff are trained properly. Scaffolding is also often observed in 

trades and in learning cultural activities that involve guided apprenticeships. Before a young 

blacksmith, seamstress, or carpenter, for example, gets to work on their own they start off by 

helping the master with easy, developmentally appropriate tasks and only gradually begin to take 

on more and more independent responsibility for larger projects as their skills improve and as the 

master who is carefully guiding/scaffolding them allows. 

Adults with dementia or other cognitive or motor deficits in assisted living homes need 

good scaffolders to promote health and wellbeing. As cognitive abilities decline, elderly adults 

lose certain capabilities, and good scaffolders need to realize the appropriate level of assistance 

that the individual requires and be able to adjust this aid over time without doing too much for 

the individual. For example, early on in the course of dementia, elderly individuals might be able 

to complete a 1000 piece puzzle individually, but over time the ability to coordinate that many 

pieces and construct the entire puzzle can get more and more difficult for the individual to 

complete independently, and they need to move to a 500-piece or 300-piece puzzle. Therefore, 

over time, the scaffolders (which might include nurses, family members, and other caretakers) 

need to adjust their level of support in order for the elder to complete the most complex level of 

puzzle possible for their current level of functioning. In individuals with dementia, the ZPD is 

constantly changing, and scaffolding must be constantly adjusted in order to keep that individual 

functioning independently in their ZPD. Although skills might be declining and seemingly 



 

moving backwards during this developmental period (rather than increasing as is usually the case 

with scaffolding in children), the same principles of careful regulation of the amount of support 

provided during scaffolding still apply. 

Scaffolding is a skill that can be applied in many different settings across the lifespan. It 

is a necessary component for good parenting, teaching, and mentoring. Scaffolding is a pervasive 

method in many settings and helps individuals who are less skilled achieve at higher levels of 

cultural participation and activity. 
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See also Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory, Coaching, Language, Guided Participation, 

Intersubjectivity, Parent-Child interactions, Parenting 
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