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Scaffolding word-solving (decoding) while a 
student reads a challenging book with 
teacher support. 

Using Teaching Prompts from 
Literacy Lessons Designed for Individuals Clay (2016) 
to Scaffold Decoding While Reading Continuous Texts

Presented by Dr. Emily Rodgers
Dr. Lisa Patrick’s EDUTL class on April 4, 2022
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Learning Goals
Define scaffolding in terms of
• Instructional Contingency

• Domain Contingency

• Temporal Contingency

• Sort teaching prompts in terms of giving more or 
less information to the student (instructional 
contingency)

• Determine whether teaching interactions are 
domain contingent.
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• Development viewed as continuous change over time (Siegler, 
1996) like overlapping waves

• Literacy development (word solving) - change over time in word
solving (Clay, 2001; McGee et al. 2016)

• Scaffolding a process to support a novice to do something beyond 
current independent skill– the goal is for the learner to take over 
(Wood et al., 1976) 

• Language a tool for scaffolding because it can mediate thinking and 
change problem-solving activities (Luria, 1978)

• Decoding as problem-solving (Johnson et al. 2022)

Theoretical Frames
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Attempting
Fixing
Rereading
Omitting
Hesitating

Johnson et al. (2021)
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Wood et al. (1976) introduced the concept of 
scaffolding in their tutor-child dyads study in 
which a tutor helped a child construct a toy 
pyramid using wooden blocks. 

Scaffolding is a process “that enables a child or 
novice to solve a task or achieve a goal that 
would be beyond his unassisted efforts” (p. 90).
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“…in order to make that vital selection of what 
kind of demand you’re going to be put on the 
learner you have to have internalized Clay’s 
analysis of the reading domain.

Wood, 2003 p. 16
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Clay on Scaffolding
“The teacher’s prompts and questions are 
critical.”

Clay, 2016, p. 140
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Language is a tool to mediate thinking 
(Luria, 1979)

Teacher talk gives the learner tools to use 
-to monitor reading
- to problem-solve

- to evaluate
“I gots to make it match”
“I’ve got so many things in my head I can hardly think.”
“That didn’t make sense!”
“Hold up! That’s a k!”
“The fish, wait, that’s not fish.”

Language guides behavior and can be used to change it. 
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Clay on Scaffolding
What seems to be a casual conversation 
between child and adult in the context of 
reading and writing is actually an excellent 
example of a highly skilled adult moving a 
child through his zone of proximal 
development (Rodgers, 2000).

Clay, 2016, p. 231 
Citing Rodgers, E., (2000). Language Matters: When is a scaffold really a 
scaffold? 
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Three conditions which, taken together, result in scaffolding 
a student’s performance:
• Domain contingency (what to focus on)
• Instructional contingency (giving more information, 

depending on learner response)
• Temporal contingency (if and when to help - We won’t 

cover this one – little is known).

Wood, 2003

Contingent teaching is needed for scaffolding
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To be domain contingent, prompt the student 
at difficulty to use a source of information 
that they neglected.
1. pony/horse

Student used: M S
Teacher prompts: V “Look at the first letter.” 

2. wake/wonder
Student used: V
Teacher prompts: 

3. murmured/mumbled
Student used: MSV 
Teacher prompts:



14Reading Research Quarterly, Volume: 51, Issue: 3, Pages: 345-360, First published: 15 March 2016, DOI: (10.1002/rrq.142) 

“ Teachers of students with higher outcomes had 8.3 greater odds of 
prompting students to use sources of information that they were 
neglecting while trying to decode a word. ”
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Practice with Domain Contingency
A. Domain contingent? 
Student: "Big /t/ /k/, /t/ /k/" [truck]
Teacher: That's how it starts. Now think about the story. 

B. Domain contingent? 
Student: "Make sure you eat all the vegetables" [fruit]
Teacher 1: Those aren’t vegetables, what would make sense…?
Teacher 2: “Look at the first letter"

C. Domain contingent?
Student: “Woof, woof, barked the puppy [poodle]"
Teacher: Puppy makes sense and starts that way. But let's 
look at the rest of the word. (teacher claps and says 
"poo/dle."
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Being instructionally contingent means dialing up or down the amount of 
information you give a student who is trying to solve a word. 

To be instructionally contingent you need to be able to assess the amount of 
information in the teaching prompts. 

Instructional contingency
Wood’s simple tutoring rule

• When the learner is in trouble, give more information.
• When the learner is experiencing success, give less 

information. 
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Self-Monitoring pp. 134-135
A. Try that again.
B. You made a mistake on that page. Can you find it?
C. (Covering the word) What do you expect to see at the beginning?

Least information ……………………………..Most information
____    _____     _____
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Cross-checking on information
A. It could be …, that would make sense and sound right, but 

look at this letter.
B. Are those the letters you would expect to see if the word was 
pony?
C. Check! Does it look right and sound right to you?

D. What else could it be?

Least information ……………………………..Most information
____    _____     _____     _____
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Locating and using known words and letters in continuous text p. 131-132

A. It looks like the first letter in your name

B. That sounds like the beginning of Jake.

C. We made that word on the board.

D. You wrote that word by yourself yesterday.

E. What do you think?

F. [Tell the child the word and have him check] What do you think?

G. [Tell the child the word and have him check] Would that make sense?

H. [Tell the child the word and have him check] Would ‘went’ fit there?

I. [Tell the child the word and have him check] Do you think it looks like ‘went’?

J.  [Teaching after the first reading to teach locating errors in text] Can you hear this letter?

K. [Teaching after the first reading to teach locating errors in text] You said … was that 
right?

Least information ………………………………………….Most information
___   ___   ___   ___   ___   ___   ___   ___   ___   ___   ___  
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Still a theory! No difference in teachers’ instructional 
contingency and student outcomes – they were all just 
as instructionally contingent. 
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Reading Research Quarterly, Volume: 51, Issue: 3, Pages: 345-360, First published: 15 March 2016, DOI: (10.1002/rrq.142) 

Student: “I don’t know that word.” [truck]
Teacher: What do they put milk in?
Student: A box
Teacher: It says, “But the tr..”

Example of an instructionally contingent interaction
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Summing up: What we know and need to know
• Scaffolding is more than teaching.
• Scaffolding, if successful, results in a student being able to do

something independently where once help was needed. 
• To study scaffolding, need to look for change in what a student can use 

or do while solving (i.e. decoding) as well as change in what the teacher 
is doing. 

• What the teacher does (i.e., how much information is given, what the 
teacher draws the student’s attention to) when scaffolding word solving 
seems important to a student becoming an active word solver, 
developing, adjusting, and using better strategies to solve words.

• Is the teaching domain contingent? Instructionally contingent?
• Language is a tool to mediate or change what the student tries or uses 

at difficulty. 
• We have studied whether scaffolding sources of information is related 

to student outcomes (it is) – but not scaffolding problem solving action. 
That’s next!
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