
Effective scaffolding 
bridges the gap to 
independence—
essentially, it is 
the art of adapting 
support in real 
time, maintaining 
high expectations, 
and challenging 
students to grow 
without simplifying 
tasks.
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SUPPORT, ADAPT, RELEASE

Effective scaffolding begins with clear models 
and explicit structured guidance, ensuring 
students have a strong foundation before 
tackling complex tasks independently. 
As learning progresses, teachers must 
remain responsive, adapting support based 
on students’ real-time needs—providing 
additional guidance when necessary and 
stepping back as confidence grows. The 
goal is always to promote independence, 
gradually removing scaffolds so students 
take ownership of their learning. Crucially, 
scaffolding should challenge rather than 
simplify—high expectations drive progress, 
and success comes from supporting students 
upward rather than lowering demands. 

SUPPORT ADAPT RELEASE

Build strong 
foundational 

knowledge and skills.

Be responsive and  
adjust support based on 

real-time needs.

Maintain level of 
challenge and gradually 

fade scaffolds.

Provide clear models and 
structured guidance at the 

beginning.

Use explicit instruction, 
worked examples, and 

think alouds.

Check for understanding 
before students begin.

Circulate and  know when 
to step in with guidance 
and when to step back.

Give verbal or written 
feedback to address 

arising misconceptions.

Offer sentence stems, 
prompts, checklists etc.

Fade scaffolds like 
sentence stems and shift to 

guided practice.

Keep expectations 
high—scaffold upward, not 

downward.

Encourage self-regulation 
by prompting reflection.

SCAFFOLDING LEARNING
BUILDING BRIDGES TO MASTERY AND INDEPENDENCE

SCAFFOLDING LEARNING

Scaffolding is an instructional approach where teachers provide successive levels of temporary support 
to help students achieve deeper understanding and skill acquisition. As students master tasks, these 
supports are gradually removed (hence the name scaffolding!), fostering independent learning. ​ Scaffolding 
is often mistaken for either minimal guidance or differentiation, but true scaffolding involves responsive 
intervention—adjusting instruction, and gradually fading support as students gain competence. Unlike 
differentiation, which can lower expectations and reinforce learning gaps, scaffolding challenges students 
to reach higher levels of understanding. Effective scaffolding ensures high expectations remain, with 
temporary support bridging the gap to independence.

THINKINGALOUD

Thinking aloud is an effective 
form of scaffolding. This strategy 
allows you to externalise your 
knowledge and provides novice 
learners with an opportunity to 
observe expert thinking. Use 
metacognitive language that 
makes your thinking transparent. 
For example, say things like, ‘I’ll 
summarise this part of...’, ‘So 
far...’,‘Because of...’, ‘I predict...’.

STRUCTURED SUPPORT

Writing frames and sentence 
starters help students organise 
their thoughts and develop 
confidence. Writing frames 
provide clear templates that 
guide structure, while sentence 
starters offer linguistic support, 
helping students express their 
ideas with greater precision. 
These tools reduce cognitive 
load in early stages of learning.

LIVE MODELLING

Live modelling makes learning 
visible and accessible in real 
time. By showing thought 
processes, teachers break 
down complex tasks step-by-
step, providing students with a 
clear framework to replicate. 
To engage students actively, 
teachers should ask guiding 
questions like “What should I do 
next?” and “Why did this occur?”

GRADUAL RELEASE OF RESPONSIBILITY THE MESSY ART OF I DO, WE DO , YOU DO

The Gradual Release of Responsibility is an additional framework that moves students from explicit instruction (“I Do”) 
to guided practice (“We Do”), and finally to independent work (“You Do”). However, this process is not strictly linear—
teachers may move back and forth between stages based on student needs. If misconceptions arise during independent 
work, scaffolding is temporarily reintroduced, ensuring students receive support at the right moments. The goal is to 
gradually fade assistance, building confidence and competence while maintaining high expectations.

SCAFFOLD UPWARDS, DON’T DIFFERENTIATE DOWNWARDS

Effective scaffolding provides temporary support that enables all students to engage with challenging content, rather 
than simplifying tasks and lowering expectations. Instead of differentiating downward—reducing cognitive demand 
for struggling learners—scaffold upward by using structured supports like writing frames, guided practice, and worked 
examples. These tools help students access complex ideas while building the skills they need to succeed independently.

LEARNING  PROBLEM

The teacher notices 
some students struggle 

with structuring 
paragraphs for their 

arguments.

SCAFFOLD UPWARDS

The teacher gives sentence starters 
and models the process using 

worked examples, and uses gradual 
release before students attempt the 

paragraph independently.

DIFFERENTIATE DOWNWARDS

To make it “easier,” the teacher 
simplifies the task by asking 

the struggling students to write 
only bullet points instead of full 

sentences and paragraphs.

The author uses [technique] to show…

This can be seen when…

This relates to…

Because of this…

IT IS NOT DIFFERENTIATION!

Effective scaffolding requires adaptive 
teaching, where support is adjusted 
in real-time based on student needs. 
Rather than following a rigid sequence, 
teachers respond flexibly, providing 
more guidance when misconceptions 
arise and stepping back as confidence 
grows. The table shows the differences.

DIFFERENTIATION ADAPTIVE TEACHING

	� Different learning 
objectives for all students.

	� Pre-planned tasks based 
on perceived ability.

	� Lower expectations for 
some students.

	� The same learning 
objectives for all students.

	� Pre-planned support 
deployed when needed.

	� High expectations set for 
all students.

I DO

Process might move back and forth depending on student needs.

YOU DOWE DO

NOVICE EXPERT

Provide more 
independent 

practice tasks. 

Give examples 
and  guided 

practice.

Model and 
break down 

into steps
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The next step is 
to... Normally, I do 

this by...


