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Bridging the Gap! 

by Elisa Ferriggi  

Scaffolding is a term first used by Bruner, a 

psychologist in the 1950's, to describe how parents 

help children to learn. Scaffolding is about providing 

support to your child so that they can achieve and 

learn something new to them and bridge their 

understanding. In order to fully understand 

scaffolding, it is important that you understand the 

zone of proximal development.  

The zone of proximal development is a term coined 

by Vygotsky in 1978, also a psychologist, to describe 

the area between what your child already knows and 

what your child does not yet know, but almost 

knows. Understanding what your child does know 

and what they do not yet know provides us with 

useful information to find the next step of discovery 

for them and how we can support them in that 

discovery.  

Once you establish this on going learning curve, you 

provide your child with as little scaffolding as 

possible to help them succeed on their own, without 

over compensating for them. It is important that 

your child feels competent at what they are doing 

with the level of scaffolding you provide them; we 

Editor’s Note  

This month's newsletter topic is 
about scaffolding. We have 
covered what it is, examples of 
it, how it is used in care homes 
and homeschooling and the 
research behind it. We hope this 
edition of the newsletter 
supports your understanding and 
practical elements with your 
own children. 

by Elisa Ferriggi and  

Sharon Bradbrook-Armit 

----------------------- 

Project Corner  

Project Elements  

This time the project is about 
scaffolding guides to be mindful 
about scaffolding children. The 
idea of this project is to break 
down into steps the thought 
process guides need to go 
through to be able to effectively 
scaffold the child...  

Step 1 - Take a goal / objective.  

Step 2 - Break that objective into 
smaller more manageable and 
achievable parts (your 
consultant will be able to do this 



don't want your child to be over compensated but 

we also don't want them to shut down and feel a 

failure, particularly if their resilience is low.  

Problem solving plays a big role in your child making 

the cognitive process towards their discovery. Your 

child is ultimately learning to borrow your mental 

processes/ thought processes to help them to 

develop their own thought patterns and mindfulness 

e.g. problem solving. Physical guidance and 

scaffolding also contributes to a child being able to 

reach their discovery for more tangible goals e.g. 

learning how to brush teeth.  

A common examples I like to use is when a child is 

just learning to take their first steps, we tend to 

know when it is right for them and when they are 

ready (we wouldn't start before crawling) and then 

we tend to provide them with the tiny bit of support 

that they need to get them where they want to go 

(typically child grasping onto index fingers as they 

move forward), but so that they are still doing the 

majority of the work (we wouldn't do it all for them).  

So here are some techniques and tips that help to 

scaffold your child toward their discovery;  

1. Frame/ plan your activities well so that you know 

what the big discovery will be.  

2. Think about your zone of physical connection i.e. 

the distance between you in order to help the 

child succeed with as little help as possible.  

3. Think about how your verbal and non verbal 

communication will play a role in supporting your 

child so that you do not over compensate and 

instead scaffold just enough for the child to 

for or with you).  

Step 3 - Choose an activity that 
you are going to use to help you 
practice that objective and / or 
to achieve that discovery.  

Step 4 - Break that activity down 
into chunks and decide which 
chunk you want to use with your 
child.  

Step 5 - Think about what roles 
you as the guide and your child 
as the apprentice will have.  

Step 6 - At what point will your 
work on the objective/ goal 
occur during this interaction?  

Step 7 - Think about how you are 
going to support / scaffold your 
child during that point through 
use of your communication, 
timing, and physical postitioning.  

Thinking aspects like the above 
through before attempting an 
activity helps you to keep 
focused on what it is you are 
trying to achieve and helps you 
to be more effective in your 
childs learning. It can also be 
really useful to role play with 
another adult or practice with 
another child so that you can 
ensure you have covered all the 
things you need to make it 
successful.  

And remember to reflect on your 
interaction afterwards so that 
you can learn from it for other 
interactions. Pinpoint what went 
well and why and what could be 
improved and how.  

It's a project!  

by Elisa Ferriggi 



succeed.  

4. Think about your planning and timing in order to 

allow your child to succeed in the time that they 

need.  

5. Consider the role that you are expecting your child 

to fulfil, is it reasonable? Will it benefit them? 

What will they learn from this interaction?  

Next time you have a goal in mind for your child, 

consider these two things;  

1. Is this goal within my child's zone of proximal 

development?  

2. How will I scaffold my child to make this discovery 

as much as possible on their own?  

Elisa Ferriggi RDI Certified Consultant, UK 

elisa@thinkautism.co.uk  

 

Alysia's Story/ Our Journey Pt 6  

by Sharon Bradbrook Armit  

Quote from Kierkegaard:  

"The loving mother teaches her child to walk alone. 
She is far enough from him so that she cannot 

actually support him, but she holds out her arms to 
him. She imitates his movements and if he totters she 

swiftly bends as if to seize him, that the child might 
believe that he is not walking alone. Thus, the child 
walks alone with his eyes fixed on his mothers' face 
not on the difficulties in his way. He supports himself 

by the arms that do not hold him and constantly 
strives toward the refuge in his mother's embrace, 
little suspecting that in the very same moment that 
he is emphasizing his need of her, he is proving that 

----------------------- 

Interaction Corner 

Breaking it all down  

In order to think about 
scaffolding an interaction you 
need to think about all the tiny 
pieces that go into making that 
action / interaction successful. 
Take a small part of your day and 
think about how you can include 
your child. Envisage what needs 
to occur action wise and then 
think about where your child is 
currently in terms of their 
comfort zone / Zone of Proximal 
Development. Then try to plan 
what small steps can be brought 
in to help your child gain more 
competence and encode positive 
'I / We can do it' memories as 
they gain more independence.  

Some examples of activities / 
slots in your day you can plan 
your interaction and scaffolding 
around. Start with just a small 
piece of the whole thing and 
gradually add on other elements 
or more complexity:  

Cooking - for instance cake 
making,  

 you might just involve your 

child in the collecting of 

ingredients,  

 or just part of the making i.e. 

adding and stirring ingredients  

 or scooping the mixture into 

cake cases  

Unloading the dishwasher - 
Think carefully about whether 
too much movement may cause 

http://uk.mc867.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=elisa@thinkautism.co.uk


he can do without her, because he is walking alone."  

Rather than jump straight into how we have worked 
on this directly with Lissi I'd like to begin with where 
I am finding myself as a parent of three children in 
and around their teen years at this point in time....  

A few years back our middle child, Kirstie now 
14.5yrs, started to push for more social 
independence. Although she still wanted us to taxi 
her to her friend's houses, the cinema or to parties 
most of the time, she also wanted to have the 
freedom to cycle or walk between houses or to the 
park on a whim, without relying on us. Kirstie is our 
middle child but as Lissi still wasn't developmentally 
at this level of 'friendship' and social independence 
this was all new to us. We had to stop and think 
carefully about how we were going to allow her to 
have a little more freedom but still remain aware of 
what she was up to, just in case we had to suddenly 
run to the rescue (or simply bring / notify her that 
she needed to come home for whatever reason). To 
me this is a similar situation as the loving mother 
Kierkegaard quotes on above.... we wanted to allow 
and knew she needed to be allowed more 
independence, but also felt that she had to be fully 
aware that we were still there for her and that we 
had stipulations / rules that she needed to adhere to 
even while not with us.  

Have we all made mistakes along this journey? 
Absolutely we are all still learning! Now that Chester 
and Lissi are also starting to follow in her footsteps 
things are a little easier for us as parents this time 
around as we now have a better idea of the plan, but 
they too will still need to make their own mistakes in 
order for them to learn to take on more 
responsibility for their own independence too.  

So why do I mention this? Simply because the need 
to scaffold, have limits and boundaries in place is an 
on-going process that all parents go through and 
continue to go through, not just those who are 

too much distraction, if 
necessary hold hands or both be 
seated on chairs or on the floor.  

 have just a few items left in 

the dishwasher to begin with, 

then work on either taking an 

item together and placing on a 

nearby surface (or in a 

cupboard)  

 OR one of you passes an item 

and the other places the item  

Putting shopping away - this 
can be done using the same 
framing as the dishwasher 
'similar but different' framework  

Tidying up - again this can be 
done in parallel both taking an 
item and then placing in a box or 
with one passing and one 
placing. Part of the scaffolding 
will be thinking about the 
distance that the box is from 
your child, you may have to start 
with the box right in front of you 
both, with the eventual aim of 
being able to walk across a room 
or from room to room to put 
things away.  

Jumping in a swimming pool in 
parallel - using a similar 
procedure as outlined in 'Alysia's 
Story' and walking.  

Learning to take turns i.e. 
doing a puzzle - you will need to 
decipher your own starting point 
but a general guideline of the 
steps that could be needed are:  

 You may need to verbally 

scaffold 'my turn' and point to 

yourself, then place your 

piece. 'Your turn' and point to 



parenting a child with special needs. The difference 
is the child with special needs may need that 
scaffolding to be a little more broken down and in 
place a little longer than a typically developing child.  

Going back to our pre and early RDI® years with 
Lissi... she was an extremely passive child who would 
happily let whomever was trying to teach her a skill 
take on more than she actually needed them too. 
Her teacher, whether that was a tutor, teacher, 
teaching assistant or us, her parents, all used to 
overcompensate for her big time! We often stepped 
in, using both language and/or actions to help her, 
when making the learning steps more accessible and 
standing back to allow her a little more processing 
time would have given the necessary space for her to 
show just how much thinking for herself she was 
capable of.  

In our early RDI® days the areas that I remember 
needing the most work were co-ordinating and co-
regulating actions. By co-ordinating I mean being 
able to do things in parallel, for instance walking 
down the road together at the same pace and at a 
similar stride. Lissi went between two extremes she 
would either be linking arms very tightly, almost 
giving her full weight to her partner to carry her, 
especially when in crowded places due to sensory 
overload and / or anxiety. Or in a quieter area she 
would be walking ahead or behind. Our goal was to 
have Lissi able to walk in either situation side by side.  

Here is an example of the scaffolding we used; we 
started by practicing indoors or in our garden, when 
things were going well we then slowly moved on to 
quieter outside areas only. We walked at a pace and 
level that she felt comfortable with across the above 
locations, for her linking arms was our starting point 
(height wise this worked for us), but we soon 
increased the space between us while our arms were 
still loosely linked. This lead on to walking closely 
side by side so that our arms were touching and 
from there we gradually increased the space 

your child then hold a piece 

out for your child to take and 

place their piece, keeping all 

the pieces out of your child's 

reach to begin with.  

 Once your child has an idea of 

turn taking then you can move 

to having a few pieces in front 

of both of you, still using the 

'my turn', 'your turn' chant 

and pointing.  

 You might then be able to 

move to lowering the scaffold 

further by just pointing to 

yourself / your child to 

indicate turns.  

 Eventually you should get to a 

point where it is no longer 

necessary for you to indicate 

whose turn it is, or keep any 

pieces at a distance.  

By Sharon Bradbrook-Armit 

----------------------- 

Further Reading on 
Scaffolding  

The RDI Book  

 by Steven E. Gutstein  

My Baby Can Dance  

 by Steven E. Gutstein  

Awakening Children's Minds  

by Laura E. Berk 

Apprenticeship in Thinking 

(p93 -94) 

by Barbara Rogoff 



between us. Alongside this we initially added a little 
sing song chant that helped to keep our pace better 
matched and as the walking together improved we 
would drop this and only bring it back in if our co-
ordination slipped.  

Once we felt the co-ordination was going smoothly 
we started to change the pace that we were walking 
at within the same walk, so sometimes a little slower 
or faster or very fast / extremely slow, to add a little 
more challenge. When Lissi was able to co-ordinate 
her pace without us having to go back to any of the 
previous scaffolding steps we added in handing over 
the final level of responsibility to her, making sure 
her actions matched her partner's. If she went out of 
sync by going ahead we would slow down further or 
if necessary stop to allow her to use her own 'study 
response' i.e. 'oops something isn't right' and then 
give her time to correct her own pacing / positioning 
to match ours, without any further reminders from 
us. Learning from her 'own' mistakes.  

We then elaborated further by 1) increasing the 
number of people walking together and 2) gradually 
walking in busier environments.  

Using scaffolding in this way allowed Lissi to remain 
in a position of feeling competent and comfortable. 
Moving from one step to another too quickly, or 
missing necessary scaffolding layers out altogether, 
would of resulted in us needing to do 'too much 
work' and possibly becoming 'task orientated' which 
would of put us in the position of 
'overcompensating', leaving Lissi not only feeling 
incompetent but also remaining prompt dependent.  

Although this all sounds like quite a complex 
breaking down procedure as we became more 
confident in our own abilities and more trusting in 
how Lissi would react to taking on more 
responsibility for her interactions and actions the 
easier it has become, even though the areas needing 
scaffolding are gradually becoming more complex. 

Learning as we Grow (p118 - 

124) 

by Beurkens, Roon, Kowalczyk 

----------------------- 

Other Info 

Yahoo Support Group  

Join RDI-UK Yahoo support 
group. This is a parent-
centered group for parents 
involved in, or wanting to 
learn about, a Relationship 
Development Intervention 
programme. Certified and 
trainee RDI® consultants are 
also welcome.  

Facebook – Bright Futures 
facebook group, has 
information on RDI® as one of 
it’s running topics 

----------------------- 

De Clutter  

Have a clear out and with 
your unwanted items recycle 
them on the Autism Free Stuff 
UK yahoo group. The "Autism 
Free Stuff UK" group is open 
to families who have autistic 
children in the UK and are 
looking for related items or to 
get rid of items. This is a place 
to exchange and give away.  

Raise Awareness  

If you would like some 
brochures, leaflets, or mini 
books of My Baby can Dance 
and The RDI Book for FREE to 
share with your friends, family 



Scaffolding is now just a way of life, just as it should 
be for all parents parenting their children. The on-
going trick for us has been to be find just that right 
level to intervene at and to be mindful to not 
overcompensate along the way!  

Sharon Bradbrook Armit RDI Certified 

Consultant, UK tisog@btinternet.com  

 

Residential Care Home and Scaffolding  

by Silvia Haywood Panella  

Residential Care homes are in a battle for their very 
existence at the moment, they are being closed 
down around the country and unregulated, lower 
cost options are being pursued by service 
purchasers. Scaffolding is what may save them.  

A care home should have the time and resources to 
develop a program of highly tailored scaffolding 
activities for each and every service user. Good care 
homes have been doing this for many years already; 
it goes to the very heart of the debate around social 
concepts of disabilities. It is, of course, far better to 
involve and teach someone to learn to undertake an 
activity themselves than to do it for them. It's not 
quicker, it's not cheaper, it's more labour intensive, 
it's more time consuming, it's more frustrating for 
the staff team, but it's morally, ethically and socially 
better.  

Here's an example- Joe needs laundry doing every 
day, this helps reduce his anxieties and prevents his 
obsessional thought patterns becoming too 
dominant. So we have two options:  

1. We send the staff in to his room, every morning to 

pick up his laundry, it's returned to him at tea time 

all done  

or support groups, please 
send an email to 
elisa@thinkautism.co.uk 
stating how many you would 
like and where to send them 
to.  

----------------------- 

What does it all mean?!!  
Jargon terms used in this 
newsletter explained...  

 

Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) - The 

distance between actual 

development and potential 

development.  

Scaffolding - Support 

provided and gradually faded to 

enable the child to feel 

competent and to achieve their 

objective as independently as 

possible.  

Study Response - When the 

action is slowed down 

adequately to allow the child 

time to think about what has 

occurred and how they will then 

respond - often accompanied by 

reflection gaze i.e. eyes looking 

upwards / downwards or 

thoughtful expression  

Zone of Connection (ZoC) 
- The physical distance between 
the child and the guide.   

http://uk.mc867.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=tisog@btinternet.com
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2. We begin a process whereby we help Joe to 

become involved in doing his laundry and to take 

ownership for doing it.  

I'm sure it's clear that option 2 is the preferred 
choice, it may not be the easiest, most cost effective 
way, but it's the right one.  

We then break the entire process down into small 
smart steps (according to Joe's abilities) and we 
involve and support him to focus on this process and 
master the skills of what doing laundry involves. The 
core element of this teaching method is that you 
allow the service user to internalise the abilities and 
skills that will allow him to ultimately acquire quality 
of life. We're also working with Joe to help him 
develop an understanding of how to manage his 
anxieties and to feel competent in all areas of his life. 
This isn't just about Joe doing his laundry, it's about 
Joe becoming independent and competent as an 
adult.  

Care homes should have the time, space and 
resources to undertake these type of events in an 
ongoing process; in fact it's essential that they do, 
with a new outcome focussed regulation system, it 
may be the only thing that saves Residential Care 
homes in the future.  

Silvia Haywood Panella RDI Certified 

Consultant, UK silvia@devonautismcentre.com  
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