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Abstract Relatively little is known regarding preschool

teachers’ use of specific scaffolds, including those high

support scaffolds (e.g., co-participating, eliciting, reducing

choices) that may be important for children who are

struggling to acquire language and literacy concepts. The

goal of this study was to characterize preschool teachers’

use of six types of scaffolds (generalizing, reasoning,

predicting, co-participating, reducing choices, eliciting; see

O’Connor et al. in Ladders to literacy, Paul H. Brookes

Publishing, Baltimore, MD, 2005) within the whole group

read aloud session. Two specific questions were addressed:

(1) To what extent do preschool teachers use high and low

support scaffolds during whole group read aloud sessions?

and (2) To what extent does preschool teachers’ perceived

frequency of use of specific scaffolds correspond to their

actual use of scaffolds? Videotaped classroom observations

were carried out for five preschool teachers conducting

whole group read alouds in their classrooms; frequency of

use for six types of scaffolds was coded using systematic

observation procedures. Results indicated that teachers

showed a preference for three types of scaffolds, all of

which were low support, and that the three types of high

support scaffolds occurred at very low rates. Additionally,

results showed a substantial discrepancy between teachers’

perceived frequency of use of specific types of scaffolds

relative to their actual use. Together, findings suggest that

preschool teachers may benefit from professional devel-

opment focused on using a range of scaffolds, to include

high support scaffolds beneficial to children who may need

high levels of support to participate in read alouds.
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Introduction

Literacy development is a complex process that begins

prior to the advent of formal reading instruction. The skills

and knowledge acquired as precursors to reading and

writing are often referred to as emergent literacy (White-

hurst and Lonigan 1998).Young children’s participation in

read aloud activities is viewed as a particularly important

context for facilitating their development of key emergent

literacy skills, including vocabulary knowledge and print

awareness (Bus 2001; Justice and Ezell 2002; Senechal and

Cornell 1993; Senechal 1997). Given that many children

today participate in preschool programs, and read alouds

are a regular occurrence in many of these settings (Dick-

inson et al. 1992), it is important to understand read aloud

processes specific to the preschool classroom. In particular,

there is a need to study how preschool teachers use various

strategies, or scaffolds, to support children’s development

of emergent literacy skills within the read aloud context.

Teachers’ use of scaffolds refers to the process of tempo-

rarily providing support to a learner and then gradually

withdrawing this support as the learner becomes capable of

independence in performing tasks (Wood et al. 1976).

Although specific types of scaffolds have been identified as

particularly useful for developing children’s emergent lit-

eracy skills, such as predicting and reasoning (van Kleeck

et al. 2006), little research has studied how preschool

teachers use these in the naturalistic context of their
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classrooms. To contribute to this literature, this study

determined (a) the frequency with which preschool teach-

ers used six specific types of scaffolding strategies during

read alouds in their classrooms (generalizing, reasoning,

predicting, co-participation, reducing choices, eliciting),

and (b) the extent to which preschool teachers adequately

self-calibrated their use of these six strategies. Therefore,

in the following brief overview of the literature, key topics

to be addressed are; (a) the read aloud context, (b) scaf-

folding and (c) types of scaffolding.

The Read Aloud Context

A number of studies have shown that read aloud experi-

ences are particularly influential to young children’s

development of important emergent literacy skills (Price

et al. 2009; Justice and Ezell 2002; van Kleeck et al. 2006).

Descriptive and experimental studies of read-aloud inter-

actions provide clues as to why this activity may be so

beneficial to young children’s development (Price et al.

2009; Justice and Ezell 2002; Lynch and van den Broek

2007; Senechal and Cornell 1993). These benefits are

influenced by factors such as the social context created

between adult and child and the quality of conversation

embedded within the read aloud experience (Dickinson and

Tabors 2001; Neuman 1996; Sulzby and Teale 1996).

With respect to social context, read alouds are a highly

socialized activity, therefore providing an interactive con-

text within which children learn and apply verbal and con-

ceptual skills (Neuman 1996). Read alouds are also a highly

predictable and routinized activity, providing a systematic

format that helps young children learn how to participate in

literacy events (Sulzby and Teale 1996). Additionally,

exposure to various texts through read aloud interactions

may help to prepare children for future social interactions

involving literacy. In a seminal work on this topic, Heath

(1983) pointed to similarities between adults reading tradi-

tional storybooks to young children and the literacy events

children experience later in formal schooling.

A particularly interesting aspect of the read-aloud con-

text, and one that is relevant to this study, concerns the

types of conversations that take place as adults share books

with children. Through participation in extra-textual con-

versations that supplement the adult’s reading of the text

itself, young children learn to talk about words, stories, and

characters, and answer questions about these features of the

text through the joint read-aloud interaction (Pellegrini and

Galda 2003). Reading aloud provides a context through

which adults and children share a joint topic focus, which

affords an opportunity for children to participate in

increasingly sophisticated conversations that move beyond

a perceptual focus to encompass conceptually oriented

discussions (Dickinson and Tabors 2001). Studies have

shown that while reading together, adults often ask children

to reflect upon the language and conventions used in the

texts (Pellegrini et al. 1990). Children can, in turn, use what

they have learned about language in other contexts, such as

pretend play with peers and more realistic discourse with

peers and adults (Pellegrini and Galda 1991).

The conceptually oriented discussions that occur while

reading aloud with young children can provide an important

context for explicitly facilitating children’s skills in specific

areas of early literacy, to include vocabulary knowledge,

awareness of print, and language comprehension (see Snow

et al. 1998; Teale 2003). Experimental evidence provides

particularly strong support to this argument. For instance,

research findings have shown that children’s participation in

read alouds that feature strategies such as active engagement

through questioning and repeated readings can have positive

effects on young children’s vocabulary growth (Senechal

and Cornell 1993; Senechal 1997; Walsh and Blewitt 2006).

Similarly, adult use of a read aloud style that includes

questions and comments with an explicit print focus can

increase children’s knowledge about the nature of written

language (Justice and Ezell 2002). In looking at language

comprehension, studies show that engaging children in

retelling activities during read alouds and rereading texts can

have positive impacts on children’s comprehension skills

(Karweit 1989; Morrow 1988). Additionally, effective

instruction relating to comprehension of story structure can

occur through read alouds and corresponding activities that

highlight story elements (Baumann and Bergeron 1993;

Lynch and van den Broek 2007).

Scaffolding

Within preschool classrooms today, the skills and compe-

tencies children exhibit with respect to emergent literacy

can vary considerably. Within a given classroom serving

4-year-old children, for instance, some children may not

know the letters of the alphabet whereas others may know

every letter; similarly, some children may know very few

concepts about print (e.g., alphabet knowledge, direction-

ality of print, concept of word) whereas others may know a

great deal (Justice and Ezell 2001). At least in part, these

individual differences among children reflect the hetero-

geneity of their home literacy environments (Sénéchal

et al. 1998). For instance, children who are reared in homes

characterized by limited resources due to low socioeco-

nomic status tend to exhibit less knowledge about the

alphabet and print concepts compared to children reared in

home of relative advantage (Bowey 1995; Christian et al.

1998; Dodd and Carr 2003; Snow et al. 1998). These

children may tend to know less about concepts of print as a

result of several factors (e.g., limited amount of print

related resources available, lack of transportation to visit a
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library). Importantly, children’s experiences within their

preschool classrooms can serve to reduce individual dif-

ferences among children with respect to their emergent

literacy skills, and in this regard can help children from

low-income homes develop skills that will promote their

long-term reading achievement (see National Early Liter-

acy Panel 2008). In fact, recent research findings show that

children who attend preschool classrooms characterized by

high quality instructional support exhibit greater growth in

emergent literacy skill relative to children attending

classrooms characterized by low quality instructional sup-

port (Mashburn et al. 2009).

Although a number of studies have analyzed features of

instruction within the preschool classroom that are asso-

ciated with children’s short- and long-term literacy

achievement (Dickinson and Smith 1994; Huttenlocher

et al. 2002; Justice et al. 2008; Mashburn et al. 2009; Pence

et al. 2008), very few studies have focused specifically on

preschool teachers’ use of scaffolding strategies.

The term scaffolding is used here to describe the process

through which one provides support to learners so as to

enable them to complete a task or activity that is beyond their

independent capabilities. The notion of scaffolding is situ-

ated within Vygotsky’s theory of instruction that emphasizes

the importance of delivering instruction that is in advance of

a child’s current level of skill (Vygotsky 1978). According to

Vygotsky (1978), instruction should help children develop

skills that they have not yet mastered; consequently,

instruction provided by teachers will precede children’s

development of skills required to complete specific tasks.

The scaffolding metaphor is particularly influenced by

Vygotsky’s idea of the zone of proximal development

(ZPD). According to Vygotsky (1978), a child’s ZPD is the

difference between a child’s actual and potential abilities.

Children’s actual ability corresponds with tasks they can

perform independently, while their potential ability corre-

sponds with those tasks that require adult assistance for

their completion. In terms of scaffolding, the task given to

a child must be at the appropriate level within the child’s

ZPD for the scaffolding experience to be successful and

foster development (Olswang et al. 1992; Pressley et al.

1996). Of relevance to this study is recognizing that this

level is unique for each child, a function of context and

task, and is constantly changing (Bodrova and Leong 2007;

Pressley et al. 1996). That is, for scaffolding to be effec-

tive; the teacher (or other adult) gradually withdraws sup-

port provided to a learner as he or she becomes more

independent in performing specific tasks (Wood et al.

1976). As applied to the classroom context, this means that

a teacher instructing a large group of children may simul-

taneously need to use a diverse range of scaffolding strat-

egies to meet the unique needs of all children in the group.

Types of Scaffolding

Scaffolding strategies can generally be thought of as

spanning a continuum of low to high support strategies,

which serves to differentiate the amount of support the

adult provides to the child while engaged in a given task.

Low levels of support featuring minimal levels of adult

assistance are those scaffolding strategies provided when a

child is nearing maturation in a given area of development

or skill; these include such strategies as generalizing, rea-

soning, and predicting (O’Connor et al. 2005). High levels

of support are those strategies featuring more structured

adult assistance, typically provided when a child is only

beginning to display a skill and requires a great deal of

support to complete a task (Norris and Hoffman 1990).

These include, for instance, eliciting, reducing choices, and

co-participating.

Research on teachers’ use of scaffolding strategies in

the classroom suggests that they contribute to increased

learning and positive outcomes in young children (Hen-

derson et al. 2002; Rodgers 2005). For instance, teach-

ers’ use of scaffolding strategies in teacher/student

interactions was found to be a strong and positive pre-

dictor of young children’s scores on standardized mea-

sures of intelligence (Roberts and Barnes 1992).

However, research has also revealed the complexities

involved in teachers’ roles in the scaffolding experience.

Effective scaffolding interactions require teachers to have

a theory of the task and a theory of the student; therefore

they must clearly understand the level of scaffolding

necessary to assist a student in successfully completing a

task. Successful scaffolding requires that teachers have a

solid knowledge of curriculum in general and their stu-

dents’ individual needs (Pressley et al. 1996). They also

must choose which task most requires instruction and

then decide what level of help to provide (Wood et al.

1976). Moreover, the amount and type of support is

adjusted as the child assumes more responsibility for

learning (Rogoff 1990; Tharp and Gallimore 1988).

Effective scaffolding is thought to be responsive to the

child, flexible and utilize a variety of strategies (Berk

and Winsler 1999). The complexities involved in scaf-

folding may contribute to research findings showing that

teachers in the primary grades do not often engage in

use of scaffolding strategies (e.g., Cazden 1988). While

it is unclear whether preschool teachers use scaffolding

strategies when providing language and literacy instruc-

tion in their classrooms, research involving primary-

grade teachers suggests that teachers may seldom employ

strategies known to positively influence language and

literacy development among young children (Pence et al.

2008).
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Importance of the Study

In this study, we determined how often preschool teachers

used six specific types of scaffolding strategies viewed as

important means for differentiating instruction in large- and

small-group activities in preschool classrooms (O’Connor

et al. 2005). This work is particularly timely given that the

majority of 3- to 5-year old children in the United States

attend center-based publicly funded preschools (National

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2008). Instruction in

these preschool programs is guided by learning standards

that emphasize a range of language and literacy goals

(Neuman and Roskos 2005), and teacher use of read alouds

is advocated as an important means to achieving language

and literacy learning goals (van Kleeck 2003; Whitehurst

and Lonigan 1998) as well as by federal and state level

initiatives (e.g. United States Department of Health &

Human Services, Administration for Children & Families,

Office of Head Start 2000; Ohio Department of Education

2008). However, the quality of the read aloud experience,

including teacher use of scaffolding strategies when reading,

may strongly influence the benefits children derive from

these interactions (Scarborough and Dobrich 1994). To

understand whether preschool teachers employ various

scaffolding strategies during read aloud activities in their

classrooms, this study was conducted. To assess teachers’

use of various scaffolding strategies, we used both direct

assessment (i.e., observation to determine actual rate of use

for six types of strategies) as well as indirect assessment

(i.e., questionnaire to determine reported rate of use by

teachers). By combining both methodologies, we were also

able to determine whether preschool teachers reliably cali-

brated their own rate of use for specific scaffolding strate-

gies, as it is possible that teachers do not accurately

represent (i.e., miscalibrate) whether and how often they use

various instructional strategies (Cunningham et al. 2004).

Methods

Participants

Five teachers, all of whom were enrolled in a larger study

of preschool classroom instruction, served as participants

in this study. The five teachers worked in Head Start

classrooms in a rural region of a Midwestern state. The five

teachers in the study were all Caucasian females. Four of

the teachers held a 2 year Associate’s degree whereas the

fifth teacher had a Bachelor’s degree. Teachers’ experience

in a preschool setting ranged from nine to 17 years. 18

children were enrolled in four of the classrooms and 17

children were enrolled in one classroom. The average

age of participating children was 4 years, 10 months

(SD = 1 month). According to parent report, a majority

(58%) of children’s families had annual incomes of less

than $20,000.

Procedures

Head Start preschool programs within school districts were

recruited to participate in the larger study, subsequent to

which preschool teachers agreed to participate at the

invitation of their district. Teacher participation spanned an

entire academic year (2008–2009). At the start of the study,

teachers participated in a 1-day training workshop that

included explanation of study procedures as well as various

ways to use books in the classroom. Teachers were given

guidance in ways to foster learning during read aloud

interactions in terms of language and literacy domains.

Teachers were also given suggestions for using scaffolding

strategies during these read aloud interactions. More spe-

cifically, the day-long training included a 2 h module that

discussed the six scaffolding strategies assessed in this

study and their use in the classroom. Teachers were pro-

vided with definitions and examples of high and low sup-

port strategies, adapted from the Ladders to Literacy

instructional manual (O’Connor et al. 2005).

High support scaffolding strategies are those that help

children to successfully participate in activities that may be

difficult for them. The high support strategies include the

eliciting strategy, the reducing choices strategy, and the

co-participating strategy. Low support strategies are those

that help children to continue to successfully participate in

activities that may be easy for them by introducing new

knowledge and skills. Low support strategies include the

generalizing strategy, the reasoning strategy, and the pre-

dicting strategy. For definitions and examples of high and

low support strategies used for this study, see the Appendix.

Measures

For the present study, we examined teachers’ use of six

scaffolding strategies within a single whole class read

aloud session. A read aloud session was collected and

analyzed for each of the five teachers enrolled in this study

in February of the academic year. Each session involved

the teacher reading one storybook, The Mitten by Jan Brett

(1989), to students in a whole group setting. The sessions

were videotaped and subsequently coded in a laboratory

setting to document teachers’ use of each of the six scaf-

folding strategies using the definitions previously provided.

During coding, trained scorers identified each occurrence

for each strategy use, and these were summed for each read

aloud observation. To assure the reliability of the coding

procedures, point-by-point agreement was calculated for

two of the five sessions (40% of the corpus) by two scorers
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working independently; actual agreement was 85% and

86% for the two sessions, indicating that the coding scheme

could be reliably applied. Any disagreements were

resolved through conferencing to arrive at final scores for

each session.

Additionally, teachers completed questionnaires

regarding their reported use of scaffolding strategies.

Teachers completed a questionnaire in January of the

school year to gather information on teachers’ perceptions

of their use of scaffolding during their read alouds. The

questionnaire consisted of seven items, which asked

respondents to: (a) indicate whether or not they utilized

each of six specific scaffolding strategies and (b) to indi-

cate whether they tended to use high or low support scaf-

folding strategies most often.

Results

The first aim of the study was to determine the extent to

which preschool teachers used six specific types of scaf-

folding strategies in their classrooms. To address this aim,

we analyzed and coded read aloud sessions for amount and

type of scaffolding strategy used by five teachers. Results

showed that teachers used a total of 138 scaffolding strat-

egies, for an average of 28 strategies per teacher (range

15–42). As shown in Table 1, the strategies were not

evenly distributed across the low and high support cate-

gories. That is, the majority of strategies used by teachers

(96%) were low support scaffolding strategies (n = 138);

teachers made an average of 27 low support scaffolding

strategies per read aloud session. Of the low support

strategies, 45% involved generalizing, 43% involved rea-

soning, and 12% involved predicting.

Interestingly, teachers employed very little use of high

support scaffolding strategies (4%); in fact, teachers used

an average of one high support scaffolding strategy per

read aloud session. Of the high support strategies that were

used, most involved co-participating, one involved reduc-

ing choices, and none involved eliciting (see Table 1). To

further assess the difference between the amount of low

and high scaffolding strategies used by teachers, we per-

formed a paired samples t-test. The difference between the

two means was statistically significant, t(4) = 4.54,

p = .011 indicating that teachers used significantly more

high support scaffolding strategies than low support

strategies.

The second aim of this study was to determine the extent

to which teachers’ self-report of scaffolding use related to

their observed use. To address this aim, we analyzed tea-

cher responses to a questionnaire regarding their rate of use

for the six specific scaffolding strategies. Teacher ques-

tionnaire analysis showed that the majority of teachers

reported that they used the low support scaffolding strate-

gies in their recent whole group read aloud interactions:

60% of teachers reported that they used generalizing, 100%

reported that they used reasoning, and 100% reported that

they used predicting. In terms of high support strategies,

results showed that teachers reported that they utilized

these types of strategies frequently as well: 80% reported

that they utilized co-participating, 60% reported that they

utilized reducing choices, and 40% reported that they uti-

lized eliciting. When asked to categorize whether or not

they used more high or low support strategies during read

alouds, questionnaire data indicated that 80% of teachers

felt that they used high and low support strategies about the

same amount. However, 20% of teachers felt they utilized

high support strategies more frequently.

Discussion

The present study is contextualized within a larger litera-

ture that has shown that young children’s participation in

read aloud experiences within the preschool classroom is

important in order to support their language and literacy

development (Price et al. 2009; Justice and Ezell 2002; van

Kleeck et al. 2008). Children within preschool classrooms

are considerably diverse with respect to their language and

literacy skills and competencies (Cabell et al. 2009; Justice

and Ezell 2001), and teachers may need to employ differ-

entiated scaffolding strategies in order to meet the needs of

heterogeneous groups of children so that they benefit from

participation in read alouds. For instance, teacher use of

high support strategies, such as reducing choices and co-

participating, may be particularly important for fostering

the skills of children who participate in tasks that they find

very difficult. The results of this study provide a view as to

what types of strategies preschool teachers are using in

their classrooms during read aloud sessions. Results from

our study revealed that teachers utilized varying types of

scaffolding strategies disproportionately during read aloud

interactions, and that their predominant strategies were best

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for low and high support scaffolding

strategies used by preschool teachers during read alouds

N Minimum Maximum Mean

Low support strategies 136 15 40 26.0

Generalizing 61 0 28 12.2

Reasoning 58 6 15 11.6

Predicting 17 2 5 3.4

High support strategies 5 0 2 1.0

Co-participating 4 0 2 0.8

Reducing choices 1 0 1 0.2

Eliciting 0 0 0 0
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characterized as low support. Additionally, results showed

that teachers’ perception of their use of scaffolding differed

substantially from observed use. We discuss these findings

in turn.

Our first finding showed that teachers in our study uti-

lized low support strategies much more frequently than

high support strategies during read aloud interactions. In

fact, the low support strategies of reducing choices, co-

participating, and eliciting occurred at very low rates,

averaging only one use per teacher studies. Therefore, this

finding suggests that the teachers in this study are making

little use of those strategies that provide extra support for

children who are having difficulty with tasks. This finding

was somewhat surprising, given that the teachers in this

study were teaching within Head Start classrooms in which

the children came primarily from low-income back-

grounds. The teachers’ limited use of high support strate-

gies suggested that at least some children participating in

the whole group read aloud sessions may not have received

the types of scaffolding that might have most benefited

them. In other words, those children who may find tasks

difficult during read alouds and require more support dur-

ing these types of activities may not be exposed to scaf-

folding strategies that are appropriate for their level of

need.

Our second finding suggested that teacher perceptions of

their use of scaffolding strategies is miscalibrated. The

majority of teachers reported that they used equal amounts

of high and low support scaffolding strategies, which was

discordant with actual findings. Previous research has

resulted in similar findings regarding teachers’ difficulty

with accurately calibrating their knowledge of reading

related subject matter (Cunningham et al. 2004). Our

finding suggests a need for greater professional develop-

ment to increase teacher awareness of how they can use

scaffolding, particularly during whole group read alouds to

support a variety of language and literacy goals.

Limitations

The study had several limitations that warrant mention.

First, the results of this study may have only limited

external validity (generalizability), given the small sample

size of only five teachers. Therefore, the degree to which

findings can be applied to other contexts and settings with

other groups may be questioned. Second, the fact that

teachers were observed only once while reading aloud also

limits our conclusions. Future studies that collect a more

comprehensive representation of observations would help

to support our findings. Additionally, the conclusions in our

study were derived from observations that were of

descriptive nature only. Therefore, we were unable to make

any causal arguments from the observations. Finally,

children’s roles in the read-aloud interactions were not

investigated. Analyses of children’s responses to scaffold-

ing would deepen our understanding of the benefits of

scaffolding in preschool classrooms.

Conclusion

In conclusion, both theory and research suggest that teacher

use of specific scaffolding strategies may have a positive

impact on young children’s learning, particularly as applied

within the whole group read aloud. This study examined

preschool teachers’ use of six specific strategies, finding

that teachers largely relied upon low support strategies with

little use of high support strategies. This finding suggests

that teachers may not be differentiating their strategy use to

the extent needed for all children to benefit from read aloud

interactions. Results also showed that teachers’ perceptions

of their use of scaffolding differs from observed use, in that

teachers believed they used high support strategies when,

in fact, they seldom did. Findings may have implications

for professional development, in that preschool teachers

may benefit from educational opportunities designed to

increase their skills in differentiating instruction.
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Appendix

Appendix Description and examples for six scaffolding strategies

Descriptive Example

Low support strategies

Generalizing Prompts children to

extend the lesson

content beyond the

lesson itself—to past or

future personal

experiences

Tell me about a time you

felt really nervous.

Where were you and

what was happening?

Reasoning Prompts children to

explain why something

happened or will

happen, or to explain

why something is the

way it is

Some animals have big

jaws and other animals

have small jaws. Angel,

can you tell me why?

Predicting Prompts children to

describe what might

happen next or to

hypothesize the

outcome of an event/

activity

What do you think they

will find?
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Danger. Rashaun, say

‘‘Danger’’
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