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Abstract

This author suggests three responses to Professor Stone’s call for enriching the scaffolding metaphor: (a) repositioning the metaphor
in its theoretical frame; (b) considering the ways in which contexts and activities, as well as individuals, scaffold learning; and
(c) examining the relationship between scaffolding and effective teaching. The author describes research that has been conducted

toward these ends.

ristotle asserted, “It is from
metaphor that we can best get
hold of something fresh”
(Aristotle, ca 330 B.C./1924, 1.1420). I
believe that Addison Stone’s (this is-
sue) thoughtful critique of the meta-
phor of scaffolding serves to refreshen,
in the sense that he calls for a sharp-
ening of our thinking about how and
why we use this metaphor. | have three
responses in support of Addison’s call
for “enriching the scaffolding meta-
phor.” The first is that we reposition
the metaphor in its theoretical frame.
The second is that we consider the
ways in which contexts and activities—
not just individuals—scaffold learn-
ing. The third response is a call to
conduct research on the relationship
between scaffolding and effective
teaching. I would like to draw on vari-
ous research efforts to illustrate these
points, and although I will attempt to
treat these issues separately, they are
in fact inextricably interwoven.
Addison has suggested that the scaf-
folding metaphor creates “instant links
to a theoretical and empirical tradi-

tion within the field of developmen-
tal psychology that brings with it, for
better or worse, a good deal of theo-
retical flotsam.” I think that it is the
atheoretical use of scaffolding that has
become problematic. There is a sense
in which, as we have become increas-
ingly comfortable using scaffold as a
verb, we have stripped from the word
its subject and object. To reembed scaf-
folding within a social-constructivist
perspective is to recall that knowledge
is a fruit of the constructive process of
bringing personal meaning to experi-
ence. Hence, while scaffolding focuses
our attention on the social nature of
this construction, it is also the case
that this process differs as a conse-
quence of what each individual brings
to the process. From this perspective,
it is helpful to think of the teaching/
learning process as one of negotiating
meaning.

The negotiated nature of teaching
and learning is helpfully framed with
the use of the construct “zone of proxi-
mal development” (ZPD), thoughtfully
reviewed in Addison’s piece. One in-

teresting and ironic characteristic of
the construct of ZPD, in this context,
is that, like the construct of scaffold-
ing, it is perhaps one of the most used
and least understood constructs to
appear in contemporary educational
literature. Like scaffolding, the appeal
of ZPD is its descriptive power and
not its explanatory power (Minick,
1987; Stone, 1993; Wertsch, 1984).
There is a corollary to the ZPD: “re-
gions of sensitivity to instruction”
(Newman, Griffin, & Cole, 1987). This
corollary is useful because it signals
that scaffolded instruction must reflect
the learner’s current understanding
and activity in ZPDs. Parents and
teachers alike are keenly aware that
one cannot make assumptions about
these understandings and activity. I
am reminded of our initial experiences
introducing “strategy instruction to
improve written expression” in the
context of elementary school special
education classes for children between
the ages of 7 and 10 who were identi-
fied as learning disabled (Klenk, 1994;
Klenk & Palincsar, in press; Palincsar,
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Klenk, Anderman, Parecki, & Wilson,
1991). We entered those classrooms
well-armed with the technology for scaf-
folding children’s engagement in the
writing process, informed principally
by the literature on the cognitive de-
mands of writing (e.g., Flower &
Hayes, 1980).

Fortunately, we began our research
with extensive observations across the
school day. Our observations were
motivated by questions about how
reading and writing activities were or-
ganized in those classrooms, what re-
sources the children brought to their
literacy activity, and the relationships
between those activities and the chil-
dren’s understandings about the na-
ture of reading and writing and about
themselves as readers and writers (cf.
Luria, 1929; Scribner & Cole, 1981).
What became patently clear over the
course of those initial observations was
that the children’s principal activity
engaged only fairly low-level skills,
such as required for matching or copy-
ing tasks. These youngsters didn’t use
reading and writing for the purposes
of conveying or achieving meaning.
In turn, when we asked the children
to tell us what writing is and why we
use writing, their answers reflected
their experiences: “Just a pencil and a
piece of paper,” “I don't know. We
use it to do work, te write the months
in the calendar.” “You make an ‘1.
Teacher will teach you how to do the
ABC’s.” What struck us about the chil-
dren’s responses was how few of the
children ascribed any instrumentality
to writing. Luria (1929), among others,
has argued that recognizing the instru-
mentality of writing is a precursor to
writing.

It soon became clear that our scaf-
folding technology, premised on the
use of writing for communicative pur-
poses, was quite inappropriate. Intro-
ducing these children to strategies that
would support planning and organiz-
ing of their writing was foolhardy
because these students did not share
a conception of writing that admitted
a reason or occasion for planning and
organizing. If we were asserting that

VOLUME 31, NUMBER 4, JULY/AUGUST 1998

working in ZPDs was predicated on
some joint understanding of the na-
ture of the task, then we needed to
first develop this shared understand-
ing. In the redesign of our work, we
took a developmental approach (cf.
Teale & Sulzby, 1986), in which a
wide range of writing would be ac-
knowledged and treated as commu-
nication. Our conceptions of the
children’s ZPDs were modified to in-
clude the broad range of strategies
children used; for example, their draw-
ings, the rebuses they chose to rep-
resent words, and their emergent
spellings were all treated as meaning-
ful attempts to communicate, inform,
or amuse.

In turn, the specific forms of scaf-
folding were substantially modified
from our initial plans. Holding chil-
dren’s ideas in mind as they attempted
to translate them, sounding out words,
and reminding children to use the
print around them became important
means of enabling the children to ex-
perience the whole enterprise of writ-
ing—which in turn influenced their
understandings of this enterprise.

Finally, we also needed to attend to
the contexts in which to promote
ZPDs. Given that oral and written lan-
guage develop as students are engaged
in meaningful experiences in which
they see the need to communicate, we
set about designing these kinds of op-
portunities. For example, we began a
class newspaper, wrote a handbook
for new class members, and wrote let-
ters to family members and authors
of favorite books.

The case studies of the children in
these classes that we completed en-
abled us to characterize the dynamics
of constituting and providing scaffold-
ing within ZPDs while accounting for
individual differences among the chil-
dren (Palincsar et al., 1991). We ob-
served, for example, that the cognitive
resources each child brought to the
literacy activity had significant impli-
cations for how he or she responded
to supportive assistance. To illustrate,
children who were confident in their
ability to write the letters of the al-
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phabet, responded quite differently to
our encouragement than did children
for whom individual letters did not
have stable meaning. We concluded
that it was essential that we under-
stand the child’s definition of the task
in order to fine-tune assistance (see,
also, Litowitz, 1993), and that we find
ways of incorporating the child’s defi-
nition of the task into the activity. In
short, the “unconsidered” issues iden-
tified by Addison—the cognitive, lin-
guistic, and interpersonal demands of
effective scaffolding—necessarily be-
came the centerpiece of this research.

In addition to stripping it from its
theoretical framework, perhaps an-
other way in which we have hobbled
the use of scaffolding is by attributing
scaffolding only to interactions that
occur between individuals, and typi-
cally between individuals of signifi-
cantly different expertise. In keeping
with Addison’s call for enriching the
metaphor, it is helpful to recall that
ZPDs include not only people but also
artifacts, and that ZPDs are embed-
ded in activities and contexts. In this
regard, I think that some of the most
exciting illustrative research is the
project entitled “Fostering Communi-
ties of Learners” (Brown et al., 1993).
The purpose of that work was rede-
signing classrooms to enable children
to learn to learn. Specifically, the chil-
dren were engaged in research activi-
ties in which they pursued a particular
theme (for example, interdependence
and adaptation in a biological com-
munity). Using an artful combination
of benchmark lessons in which key
ideas were introduced; small-group
activities in which children collabora-
tively pursued specific topics through
reading, writing, discussing, and inter-
viewing experts; and other activities
through which children developed
individual expertise that they then
could contribute to the class, children
were enculturated into the community
practice of scholars.

Brown et al. (1993) referred to their
work in classrooms as constituting
“overlapping zones of proximal de-
velopment” (p. 194), in the sense that
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the participants in the class could
engage in learning via different
routes; at different rates; and with
the use of a broad array of artifacts,
such as books, videos, computers, and
class-generated documents. In their
classrooms, peers provided scaffold-
ing for one another and the activities
themselves served as an important
mechanism for scaffolding. Further-
more, all members of the class were
regarded as engaging in “mutual ap-
propriation” (p. 191), in reference to
the process by which learners of all
ages and levels of expertise contrib-
ute ideas and knowledge to the learn-
ing environment, for the appropria-
tion of others. This notion of mutual
appropriation is especially useful in
response to the criticism that scaffold-
ing is too often approached as a pro-
cess of “handing over,” or “instilling”
knowledge—a process in which there
is little room for the learner’s agenda
and insufficient recognition of the pro-
cesses of negotiating meaning (cf.
Brandt, 1990).

The ideas presented above can be
especially liberating for those of us
who study the learning environments
of children identified as learning dis-
abled. Suggesting that there are mul-
tiple routes to understanding and
multiple forms of expertise to be val-
ued in a learning community affords
the opportunity to find alternative
ways in which children who are less
successful with the traditional class-
room skills (e.g., reading and writing)
can successfully contribute to the work
of the community.

To illustrate, my colleague Shirley
Magnusson and [ recently collabo-
rated with teachers in the conduct of
guided inquiry (Magnusson & Palincsar,
1995). Briefly, in guided inquiry, chil-
dren and teachers engage in investi-
gations pursuing topics that are con-
ceptually rich, flexible with regard to
developmental issues, and relevant
to children’s lives. An example of such
a topic is, How do animals, including
humans, communicate with one an-
other as a function of their structure
and their habitat? The inquiry includes
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both firsthand investigations of physi-
cal phenomena (e.g., studying the ac-
tivity of crickets in their habitats) as
well as information-gathering from
books, videos, and experts. The pur-
pose of the inquiry is for the children
to identify the patterns they observe
and work to construct and revise their
explanations for these patterns over
time.

The classrooms in which we have
worked are inclusive classrooms, and
we have been especially interested in
the ways in which guided inquiry ac-
commodates the diversity of learn-
ers in these classrooms. We have found
that in these contexts, children with
learning disabilities are provided a
broader array of learning opportuni-
ties and ways of demonstrating their
learning. For example, there is a le-
gitimate and valued role for depict-
ing understanding through illus-
trations, oral argument, and computer-
generated graphics. In other words,
there are multiple forms of literacy
that are integral to the work of the
community. In addition, although
these elementary (especially primary)
teachers were initially concerned that
the guided inquiry curriculum would
detract from the time traditionally
spent on the teaching of reading and
writing, they—and we—were delight-
ed to observe that indeed more of the
school day was spent reading and
writing. This is not to romanticize the
nature of this work; it is incumbent
upon those of us doing this kind of
classroom research to determine that
children with special learning needs
are, in addition to being provided with
alternative ways of constructing
knowledge, also being provided the
support they need to become profi-
cient readers and writers.

This leads to the third and final point
in my response. The multiple dimen-
sions to which Addison calls our at-
tention in his evaluation of the
metaphor serve as a powerful re-
minder that scaffolding is not simply
a matter of providing more or less of
the same kind of assistance. It is time
to bring together the knowledge base

regarding scaffolding with the knowl-
edge base regarding effective teach-
ing. Clearly, not every instructional
interaction serves to scaffold learning.
Addison has been very generous in
his descriptions of reciprocal teach-
ing, and, indeed, reciprocal teaching
was designed as a form of instruction
that would promote scaffolding. How-
ever, one of the most salient findings
emerging from multiple studies of re-
ciprocal teaching is that there is enor-
mous diversity in the ways in which
teachers provide scaffolding within
this instructional procedure (cf.
Palincsar, 1986; Palincsar, Brown, &
Campione, 1993).

We need to understand both how
effective teachers engage in scaffolded
instruction and how to enhance teach-
ers’ engagement in providing effec-
tive scaffolded instruction. Histori-
cally, our attention in this regard has
focused on instructional strategies
(hence the interest in the nature of
scaffolding within instructional ap-
proaches such as POSSE, semantic
mapping, and reciprocal teaching—all
cited in Addison’s paper). However,
the literature on teachers’ knowledge
and beliefs suggests that in addition
to knowledge of instructional strate-
gies, general pedagogical knowledge also
encompasses fundamental information
about how learners learn (Borko &
Putnam, in press). These forms of gen-
eral pedagogical knowledge are
complemented by content knowledge,
which is flexible and thoughtful un-
derstanding of the subject matter be-
ing taught (Grossman, 1989). Finally,
effective teachers know how to repre-
sent the subject matter in a way that
makes it comprehensible to others, us-
ing pedagogical content knowledge
(Shulman, 1987).

Historically, researchers in special
education have focused their efforts
on contributing to general pedagogi-
cal knowledge, especially knowledge
about how learners learn; however, if
scaffolding is to remain a useful con-
struct, we must examine it in a more
holistic way, and view it as one as-
pect of effective teaching.



In conclusion, Addison has provided
a cogent and well-reasoned argument
regarding why we might consider pre-
serving, with refinement, the metaphor
of scaffolding. His rationale encom-
passes the rich history of this meta-
phor, the potential it affords for elabo-
ration without doing injustice to its
basic tenets, and the focus it places on
the role of others in guiding children’s
learning. To these three reasons I
would like to add yet another. Scaf-
folding is a very accessible metaphor,
and accessibility is not something to
be treated lightly, especially by those
of us who conduct research for the
purpose of making a difference in edu-
cational practice. I have noticed that
educators readily appropriate this
metaphor when it is introduced in con-
versations about teaching and learn-
ing, perhaps in part because it captures
multiple dimensions reflective of
teaching/learning processes, provid-
ing an instructional context that is at
once supportive, flexible enough to ac-
commodate individual differences
among learners, and designed to cede
increasing responsibility to the learner.
My thanks to Addison for suggesting
ways in which the metaphor of scaf-
folding can take on new life.
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