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Contingent Scaffolding and Higher Order Thinking  

The United States Department of Education is searching for research on basic and 

higher order thinking skills and their links to improve student learning and higher 

academic achievement (“Education Department Announces New Grant,” 2002). The 

research described in this report contends that with the right amount of support, and by 

keeping the task at a manageable challenge, the learner’s cognitive thinking will be lifted 

to a higher level (Wood, 2003). To begin, the goal of the task must be identified and the 

tutor needs to have some understanding of what background knowledge the child brings 

to the task (Wood, 2003). The child then needs to initiate a plan of action for solving the 

problem. This could be monitoring, searching or making an attempt to solve the problem. 

If the child’s attempt works and the problem is solved, then the learner moves on to the 

next step. If it doesn’t work, the teacher moves in to scaffold the learner, and the learner 

makes another try using the mental tools she has available to her (Wood, 2003). The scale 

of help provided by the tutor is contingent on the needs of the learner; if the learner is not 

making progress toward solving the problem with a low level of help the tutor increases 

the scaffolding. As the learner succeeds, the tutor fades the amount of help or increases 

the challenge. In this way the tutor gives less help with each step that gets the learner 

closer to completing the task alone. Contingent scaffolding insures that the learner is 

never left alone when she has difficulty nor is she “held back” by the tutor who is too 

directive and interfering (Wood, 1998). Successful scaffolding directs the learner’s 

attention on the task and keeps her engaged and motivated to continue to work. Wood 

(1998) asserts the tutor makes the task manageable by dividing the task into simpler 



components and controlling the environment so the learner can direct her attention to the 

essential and relevant elements. Diaz, Neal, and Amaya-Williams as found in Moll 

(1990) states, 

“The scaffolding tutor demonstrates and models successful performance while 

keeping the task at a proper level of difficulty, avoiding unnecessary frustration 

and encouraging children’s functioning. Research shows that children’s 

increasing mastery and competence on a given task, therefore, depend on detailed 

adult interventions that are tailored to and determined by children’s level of 

mastery and need for external assistance” ( p. 140).  

If a teacher has been effective at using contingent scaffolding, what student 

behaviors indicate that this kind of tutoring has helped a child improve complex literate 

thinking? Teachers can observe behaviors that indicate literate thinking, specifically, how 

a student makes effective decisions regarding the relevance and presentation of the 

problem solving task. Some behaviors that indicate literate thinking include: considering 

alternative solutions to problems, comparing and analyzing options, weighing choices for 

making the best decisions, questioning the quality of the decision, and reflecting on the 

problem and the resolution (Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992). “Thinking is literate when it 

exploits the symbolic potential of language to enable the thought processes themselves to 

become the object of thought” (Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992, p. 70) 

Higher thinking has been exemplified in the student’s ability to self- regulate the 

thinking process according to the purpose or demands of the problem-solving task (Diaz, 

Neal, & Amaya-Williams, 1990). There are a number of behaviors that indicate the 

capacity for self- regulation. First, the child’s behavior indicates that she can formulate a 



plan or set goals using her own cognitive processes without the help of a more 

knowledgeable other (Diaz, Neal, & Amaya-Williams, 1990). In other words, she has the 

capacity to organize her processing system to make changes and adjust her thinking 

according to changing goals and situations. Finally, she has the capacity to use aspects of 

the environment as tools (something that helps to solve a problem or a device that makes 

an action easy to perform) and as mediators to attain goals. With these mental tools the 

child has the ability to focus the mind deliberately, and direct attention on the goal. The 

main point is that the child is reflecting on the mental processes using self-regulated 

thinking (Diaz, Neal, & Amaya-Williams, 1990). 

Language plays a major role in higher order thinking skills. Levine (2002) 

explained how parents and teachers should be listening for sophisticated language which 

indicates the child has the capacity to exercise complex thinking. There are four language 

types which are evident of higher thinking (Levine, 2002). Literate language uses explicit 

vocabulary with clear meaning so that it is understood by the listener. It possesses 

complex sentence structure and diversity of style. It is often decontextualized meaning, 

removed from day-to-day settings. Another language option is higher language. This talk 

is symbolic, abstract, technical and packed with ideas and information. It gives a point of 

view as opposed to facts. Higher language also reveals complicated ideas that become a 

tool for learning. Expressive language is written language; it is the means of translating 

thought into words and messages. The last language type is abstract speech. This is 

language that cannot be represented by the senses. As children advance through the grade 

levels in school there should be a similar movement in language development. If this 



does not occur, a red flag should go up for teachers and parents as an alert to the child’s 

difficulty in cognitive processing (Levine, 2002). 

 

 

Purpose of the Study 

This study investigates the teacher’s use of language in contingent scaffolding 

during literature discussion groups with third graders, how language influences children’s 

responses, and how that language is linked to children’s thinking strategies as they 

progress to higher levels. 

   Research Questions 

The approach to which teachers help children learn to use higher order thinking 

strategies will be addressed through the following research questions: 

1. How does a teacher use contingent scaffolding to help children improve thinking 

strategies and lift their processing to a higher level? 

2. What student behaviors indicate that this kind of instruction is improving complex  

cognitive development? 

Review of Literature 

The review of literature presents a structure for the study and is organized around 

several assumptions that link contingent scaffolding and complex cognitive thinking 

processes. 

Contingent Scaffolding 

In order to help a child complete a task tha t is too difficult one must provide a 

scaffold. Scaffolding refers to the help a tutor gives to a child by performing a number of 



functions which allows the child to carry out a task that she would not be able to 

complete alone (Wood, 1998). Two key rules facilitate the approach of assisting a child 

to succeed in her efforts. First, when a child is having difficulty, the tutor immediately 

offers more help, but then reduces the scale of help as the child’s performance improves. 

On the other hand, if the task no longer presents a challenge, the tutor increases the stakes 

so that the child is on the cutting edge of problem solving. The scale of help changes 

depending on the child’s needs, giving less help at every turn until the child manages the 

task alone. David Wood (1998) created the term “contingent scaffolding” for this type of 

tutoring. He stated, “Such contingent support helps to ensure that the child is never left 

alone when he is in difficulty, nor is he ‘held back’ by teaching that is too directive and 

intrusive” (p. 100). 

   Wood (1998) described several studies from the 1970s and 1980s which were 

conducted around contrived situations between a mother and her child. In these studies 

the child was asked to perform a task she could not complete alone, while the mother was 

asked to initiate some kind of assistance so the child could accomplish the task (Wood, 

1998). While this interaction between mother and child was occurring an experimenter 

recorded their interplay. Since this was not a naturalistic int eraction this style of research 

had its limitation (Wood, 1998). Wood reported findings by Carew and Wells who found 

that in the natural setting of the home, the child initiated 75 percent of the interaction. 

Based on this study Wood (1998) concluded, “the issue of ‘task induction’, where the 

adult takes responsibility for maintaining the child’s involvement in task-relevant 

activity, is less of an issue in natural interactions than it is in ones contrived for 

experimental purposes” (p. 100). 



   A related theory of scaffolding was explained by Barbara Rogoff (1990) when she 

reviewed the idea of guided participation as a broader concept of the term “scaffolding.” 

Guided participation includes social interaction intrinsic in relationships with classmates, 

parents, teachers, neighbors and other people in the community. The interplay among the 

participants is focused on shared cultural activities that allow children to participate in 

varied roles. Even though there are a variety of roles in guided participation, Rogoff 

(1990) suggested this theory of scaffolding enlists some general characteristics: 

1. Tutors serve to provide a bridge between a learner’s existing knowledge and 

skills and the demands of the new task. Left alone, a novice might not appreciate 

the relations between what the task demands and what they already know or can 

do that is relevant and hence, fail where, with help, they can succeed. 

2. By providing instructions and help in the context of the learner’s activity, tutors 

provide a structure to support their tutee’s problem-solving. For example, while 

focused on their immediate actions, learners, left alone, might lose sight of the 

overall goal of the activity. A tutor can offer timely reminders.  

3. Although the learner is involved in what is initially, for them, “out of reach” 

problem-solving, guided participation ensures that they play an active role in 

learning and that they contribute to the successful solution of problems. 

4. Effective guidance involves the transfer of responsibility from tutor to learner. 

These characteristics of guided participation can occur in informal as well as formal 

encounters with members of the child’s community.  

What are the tutor’s challenges of knowing the how, what, and when of tutoring? 

Wood (2003) outlined six features of contingent scaffolding: 



• Knowledge of the task 

• Relating knowledge to performance 

• Perspective taking 

• Self- inhibition: from doing, to guiding, to fading 

• Communicative competence 

• Timing  

Knowledge of the task as well as helping in a contingent fashion will result in effective 

tutoring. Carrying out a task that could not be achieved independently depends on the 

contingency of the tutoring experience. Knowledge of the task alone is not enough for 

proficient task performance, one must also know how to interpret and react to the various 

stumbling blocks the learner encounters as she develops knowledge and skills to 

complete the task herself. The tutor must be able to take on the perspective of the learner 

otherwise she is unlikely to provide helpful scaffolding. The tutor may desire to intervene 

and help before the child has a chance to demonstrate whether she can accomplish the 

task on her own. The tutor needs to be self- inhibited because she has to resist the urge to 

take action, allowing time for the learner to make a try before intervening. The challenge 

of communicative competence refers to resisting the urge to say too much as the learner 

works on the task, because this could muddy up the problem-solving effort. The tutor 

should also reduce the scale of help and eventually become inactive. The tutor needs to 

be cognizant of timing. She needs to consider when and where to move quickly and what 

occasions to slow down to give the child time to process information. 



Wood (2003) described scaffolding functions in the tutor- learner relationship. He 

described seven essential activities involved in establishing and maintaining the tutorial 

relationship. 

• Task induction 

• Highlighting and salience 

• Removing distractions 

• Reducing degrees of freedom 

• Reminding 

• State maintenance 

• Modeling 

Each of these scaffolding functions defines what happens when a more knowledgeable 

person helps another to solve a task that, when left alone, he could not solve on his own. 

Task induction refers to finding a task that is challenging but manageable and into which 

you can encourage the learner. Maintaining the attention of the learner and finding the 

just right problem that the learner can manage to begin to work on is essential to 

completing the task. Many times the tutor will need to highlight or make the task salient 

so the learner will focus his attention on aspects that he has not noticed. Reducing 

distractions and reducing degrees of freedom involves controlling the environment so the 

learner is free to concentrate on the task. The tutor can accomplish this by verbally asking 

the child to ignore some features of the task or to pay attention to other features. This 

allows the tutor to simplify the task and make it more manageable. Reminding in a 

strategic way will promote recall of previously known information or analogies from past 

experiences and bring direction to the new task. The learner needs to be in the right state 



of arousal to learn and if you go on for to long you risk losing the child. Modeling or 

demonstrating can be a powerful tool for learning. Giving a model makes the task clear to 

the learner. 

Wood (2003) asked the question, what kind of support are we going to use? He 

described five levels of contingent support for learning.  

• Level 1: General verbal intervention 

• Level 2: Specific verbal intervention 

• Level 3: Specific verbal intervention plus nonverbal indicators 

• Level 4: Prepares for next action 

• Level 5: Demonstrates action 

Wood stated that the levels are really hypotheses about how much help the learner needs 

to accomplish in the task. At Level 1 a low degree of help is provided and signals the 

current state of the activity; it does not reduce the scale of freedom by very much. Some 

examples are: “It could be” or “You have a go” or “Oh, that’s great.”. It is a very general 

way of letting the learner knows what is happening. A specific verbal intervention (Level 

2) begins to focus on a particular action or to search for something specific. This is 

usually expressed in the form of a question. After the question is asked it is up to the 

learner to take the next step to problem-solve on the task. The tutor gives a specific 

verbal condition of the next step or some specific feature that needs to be put right. 

Specific intervention and nonverbal information (Level 3) is when the tutor uses some 

nonverbal intervention with a prompt to the learner. This could be when the tutor points 

to something that is being referred to verbally or a frame in which you’re going to 

concentrate the child’s attention by nonverbal cues. This kind of support helps the child 



see where to search. Prepares for the next action (Level 4) involves offering the learner 

two choices to choose from; either an alternative for attention or action, or a choice 

between acting or of not acting at this point. Demonstrates action (Level 5) simply means 

you provide a model of the action you want achieved. 

In summary, contingent scaffolding means changing the scale of help based on 

observed behaviors of the learner. The tutor uses knowledge of the learner and experience 

with the learner to determine which level of contingent support the learner needs at a 

specific time and place for performing the task.  

Higher Order Thinking Skills 

Several ideas fall under this heading: literate thinking, self- regulation, and the use 

of sophisticated language. When considering literate thinking Wells and Chang-Wells 

(1992) referred to “all those uses of language in which its symbolic potential is 

deliberately exploited as a tool for thinking” (p. 76). Usually we think of the linguistic-

cognitive processes of reading and writing when we think of literate development. But, 

Wells and Chang-Wells reasoned, thinking that demonstrates many of the same 

characteristics in reading and writing can transpire in oral communication between 

literate people. They gave the example of a book club group who discuss the theme, 

motives, action and characters of a book they have read. Wouldn’t this group be using 

literate thinking even though they are not reading the book or writing about the book 

while discussing? They argued that if we accept this idea, then we must accept that the 

process of becoming literate can potentially take place through talk as well as through 

reading and writing. Not all talk can be defined as literate thinking, it must be talk that 

utilizes the symbolic possibility of language to facilitate the cognitive processes 



themselves to become the object of thought. This can happen in either writing or verbal 

language. If we believe that schools exist for the purpose of promoting effective think ing 

then we can assume that one responsibility of the school is to develop literate thinking. 

Wells and Chang-Wells remind us that only certain talk has the potential to have literate 

consequences, they labeled this talk collaborative talk. Collaborative talk is “talk that 

enables one or more of the participants to achieve a goal as effectively as possible” 

(Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992, p. 97). Talk that considers relevance, and recognizes the 

need to consider alternatives and to justify them by calling to mind systematic knowledge 

are instances of literate thinking. Another characteristic of literate thinking is reflection 

on an outcome and considering if it needs to be revised and changed. Collaborative talk 

will facilitate planning, goal setting and execution of the task. However, it is not the 

talking through the task that is advantageous in itself; rather, it is when planning and 

similar processes are raised to the level of conscious attention that they may be brought 

under intentional control that merits being considered as literate. Teachers can support 

this deliberate thinking by encouraging children to question their own efforts. This kind 

of thinking is not self-generated, it is deliberately developed. Therefore, schools should 

be making a deliberate effort to develop literate thinking through collaborative talk. 

 Mel Levine (2002) explained the differences between four language option pairs 

used by nonverbal thinkers and those who use elaborate oral skills. The automatic versus 

literate language option will be investigated first. Automatic English is the everyday 

language used in casual conversation. This is speech that might be heard in lunchrooms 

and informal occasions such as sports events. Automatic language can be deceptive 

language because the speaker can appear to be very articulate by using colorful language, 



but in reality it is strictly concrete chatter that uses very common words. In contrast, 

literate language consists of specific words that have sophisticated concepts and content. 

It could be classroom talk around a scientific topic, a mathematical process or analysis of 

a Great Book. Literate language takes in technical terms seen in academic reading and 

writing.  

 Another speech option is concrete versus abstract language. Concrete language 

depicts words that can be seen, heard, smelt, touched or tasted. They are sensory words 

such as “horse,” “salty,” “soft,” and “fragrance”; words that come directly from our 

senses. Concrete talk also includes conversation about personal experiences. On the other 

hand, there is abstract language which describes idealistic words such as “democratic,” 

“justice,” “attractive,” and “resourceful.” It is language that can’t be translated into 

sensory talk, and is terminology found in the sciences, literature and mathematics 

(Levine, 2002). 

A third type of talk is basic versus higher language. Basic language is literal, 

practical and to the point, it is used by most elementary or lower level school children. 

Higher language is more abstract and symbolic, more technical, more idealistic, 

informative and deductive in nature. It is likely to be ambiguous in a way that more can 

be read into it. This language is utilized in symbolic poetry, writing in which a point of 

view is expressed or which implies a philosophical or political position. As children’s 

language rises to a higher level they are able to attain new heights of sophisticated 

thinking, reading and writing. 

Finally, Levine defined receptive versus expressive language. Receptive language 

consists of a child’s comprehension of spoken and written communication. Included in 



this type of talk would be the understanding of the clues in a mystery story, or the ability 

to appreciate a joke. On the other hand, expressive language is the capability of 

producing language that puts thoughts into words. Expressive speech allows challenging 

ideas to be translated into words. Reading uses receptive language, whereas writing uses 

expressive language. 

The last higher order thinking process to be considered is self- regulation. Self-

regulation is a major element in the Vygotsky cognitive development theory. Diaz and 

colleagues (1990) define self-regulation as “the child’s capacity to plan, guide and 

monitor his or her behavior from within and flexibly according to changing 

circumstances” (p. 130). Vygotsky’s theory proposes that higher psychological processes, 

such as selective attention, voluntary memory, and problem solving can be differentiated 

from basic processes in four specific ways. The higher functions are (1) self- regulated 

rather than bound to the immediate stimulus field; (2) social or cultural rather than 

biological in origin; (3) the object of conscious awareness rather than automatic and 

unconscious; and (4) mediated through the use of cultural tools and symbols (Wertsch, 

1985). The capacity to become self- regulated depends on the ability to problem solve 

with greater efficiency and make better decisions about what strategies to use to solve the 

problem. It is the brain’s ability to initiate a plan, follow through with the plan and 

monitor and adjust if needed. Wertsch asserted this planning is accomplished without the 

assistance of a more knowledgeable person to help, hence, the term self-regulated (Moll, 

1990). 

Definitions  



The following definitions describe important terminology which is related to this 

proposal. 

Higher-order-thinking - the kind of thinking needed when the path to find a solution is 

not specified, and that yields many solutions rather than one. Higher-order thinking 

requires mental effort because it involves interpretation, self-regulation, and the use of 

multiple criteria, which might be conflicting. 

Contingent scaffolding - the level of help the tutor gives to the learner based on what kind 

of support he or she needs. The scale of help has three dimensions (1) how to support the 

task, (2) what to focus on next, (3) if and when to intervene. 

Literate thinking - reflections on personal experiences through literature, it is the use of 

language in which its symbolic potential is deliberately exploited as a tool for thinking in 

reading, writing and speaking.  

Self-regulation - the learner’s ability to make plans for improvement based on the 

assessment and evaluation of his or her own work and thinking. 

Abstract language - ideas or concepts that have no physical referents, which can have 

different meanings at different times. They are imprecise terms. 

Higher language - language which is abstract, symbolic, technical, idealistic and more 

informative in nature. 

Literate language - this is language that uses sophisticated concepts and content with 

specific vocabulary. 

Literature discussion group - groups of four to six students who come together to read 

and discuss a shared piece of literature. 



Triangulation - using multiple investigations, multiple sources of data or multiple 

methods to confirm the emerging findings and strengthens findings in a study. 

Open coding - is data analysis that deals with the labeling and categorizing of phenomena 

as indicated by the data. Data are initially broken down by asking questions like what, 

where, how, when, how much, etc.  

Axial coding - data are put back together in new ways by making connections between a 

category and its sub-categories (i.e., not between discrete categories, which is done in 

selective coding). Thus, axial coding refers to the process of developing main categories 

and their sub-categories. 

Selective coding - involves the integration of the categories that have been developed to 

form the initial theoretical framework.  

Method 

The research questions will be answered using a grounded theory research. This is a 

qualitative research approach used to understand and explain the meaning of a social 

phenomenon in a natural setting (Merriam, 1998). The researcher hopes to present an 

insider’s perspective into the events that will occur in the study as data are collected and 

analyzed. This type of research employs an inductive approach, meaning it moves from 

the specific to the more general, and will use descriptions rather than numbers to 

understand the phenomena (Merriam, 1998). The researcher assumes the role of a 

participant-observer, allowing the researcher to provide vividness and detail in the data 

collection process. The situation also allows the researcher to directly observe and review 

data in a timely manner, and to use multiple methods of analysis in order to plan for the 

next step in the learning process.  



An underlying assumption in qualitative research is that “reality is holistic, 

multidimensional, and ever-changing; it is not a single, fixed, objective phenomenon 

waiting to be discovered, [or] observed, . . .” (Merriam, 1998, p. 202). In the current 

study internal validity or reality will be determined by the following procedures: (a) 

comparing multiple sources of data, (b) long-term observations, (c) peer examination by a 

Reading Specialist, and (d) clarifying researcher biases. In qualitative research, reliability 

is concerned with consistency of the theory with the data or how dependable the theory is 

as related to the data. This is achieved through triangulation of multiple data sources and 

pattern analysis. Patton (as cited in Merriam, 1998) described external validity as that 

which should “provide perspective rather than thought, . . . theories of action rather than 

generation and verification of universal theories, and context-bound extrapolations rather 

than generalizations” (p. 209). External validity is accommodated for with, rich thick 

descriptions so readers can determine how closely their situations matched the research 

situation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In my study reliability and validity will be validated in 

a similar manner. Two consecutive videotapes will be viewed in September and again in 

November by the Reading Specialist and me (the researcher) to observe scaffolding 

techniques used and the types of responses the students make during the literature 

discussion sessions. We will take notes on any changes in the discussions that occur 

between the earlier and the later tapes. Another way data will be analyzed is by multiple 

coding of video transcripts. I will also interview the classroom teacher to determine if she 

is observing higher order thinking processes in classroom literature discussions. Data will 

be analyzed by multiple coding of video transcripts. See Table 1 for the Study 

Framework. 



 

Table 1: Study Framework 

PHASE ACTIVITY RATIONALE 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

PHASE 
    

Step 

1 

Review of technical 

literature: Diaz et al., 

Wells & Chang-Wells, 

Levine, Wood, Rogoff 

 

Research Questions: 

1. How does a teacher use contingent 

scaffolding to help children improve 

thinking strategies and lift their 

processing to a higher level?    

2. What student behaviors indicate 

that this kind of instruction is 

improving complex cognitive 

development? 

Teacher language  

Student behaviors 

Focuses 

efforts  

Constrains irrelevant 

variation and sharpens 

external validity  

Step 

2 

Sample Selection: 

Average third grade 

students 

Purposeful sampling  Focuses efforts on 

theoretically useful cases 

(e.g., those that test and/or 

extend theory) 

DATA COLLECTION 

PHASE 
    



Step 

3 

Develop rigorous data 

collection protocol:  

• Total 20 lessons over 

4 month period 

• Videotape 6 lessons a 

month 

• Transcribe 2 lesson a 

month 

• Peer review one 

video a month 

• Keep notes on all 

videos and correlate 

with anecdotal 

records  

• Researcher analysis 

2 videotaped sessions 

a week  

Create study database using NUD*IST 

software 

Employ multiple data collection 

methods through triangulation: 

• Videotaping  

• Interviewing 

• Long term observation 

• Anecdotal records  

• Transcriptions  

  

Increases reliability  

Increases construct validi ty  

Strengthens grounding of 

theory by triangulation of 

evidence Enhances internal 

validity  

 

DATA ORDERING PHASE     

Step 

4 

Data ordering Ordering will be dependent upon 

student processing 

Facilitates easier data 

analysis Allows examination 

of processes  

DATA ANALYSIS PHASE     

Step 

5 

Analyzing 

data relating to 

ongoing findings: 

Use open 

coding  

Use axial 

Develop concepts, categories 

and properties  

Develop connections between 



• Independent 

investigator (peer 

examination) 

• Researcher 

evaluator 

coding  

Use selective  

coding  

a category and its sub-

categories  

Integrate categories to build 

theoretical framework  

All forms of coding enhance 

internal validity  

Step 

6 

Reaching closure Theoretical saturation will occur when 

the researcher concludes that no new 

data can be added to existing core 

categories  

Ends process when marginal 

data becomes small  

LITERATURE 

COMPARISON PHASE 
    

Step 

7 

Compare emergent 

theory with existing 

literature 

Comparisons with conflicting 

frameworks  

Comparisons with similar frameworks 

Improves construct 

definitions, and therefore 

internal validity  

Also improves external 

validity by establishing the 

domain to which the study's 

findings can be generalized  

Adapted from Pandit, N. R. (1996). The Creation of theory: A recent application of the 

grounded theory method. The Qualitative Report, 2(4), 1-21. Retrieved June 28, 2004, 

from http:www.nova.edu/sss/QR/QR2-4/ pandit.html 

 

Setting and Participants 



The study will take place in a suburban school district, in a town of approximately 

forty-five thousand citizens. Twenty-nine percent of the district’s elementary student 

population is minority; the remaining seventy-one percent consists of a white majority 

population. The school district has eight elementary schools, ranging from kindergarten 

through fifth grades. The study will take place in the highest poverty populated schools in 

the district, with sixty-five percent of the students on the free/reduced lunch program. 

The total school population is three hundred eighty-four students, with forty-seven 

percent of the student population minority and fifty-three percent of the students in the 

majority population. 

As the researcher, I will be a participant-observer in the study. I am a former 

elementary teacher and Reading Recovery teacher. I have a bachelor’s degree in early 

childhood/elementary education, a master’s in early childhood education, and I am 

currently completing degree requirements for my educational specialist in reading. In 

1999-2000, and again in 2003-2004 I obtained training as a literacy coach from the 

University of Arkansas at Little Rock. I have twenty-six years of experience in the field 

of education. 

The participants in the study, along with myself, will be a group of average 

performing students from a third grade classroom. The placement of these children in an 

average group was achieved by administrating the Developmental Reading Assessment 

(DRA) to the total class and then grouping them into performance levels. The students 

who scored in the middle of the total class were labeled as average. There are four 

students in the discussion group. The group consist of an equal mix of males/females and 

minority/majority students. The students will participate in twenty literature discussion 



group sessions; each session will be about twenty-five minutes long. These sessions will 

be supplemental to the classroom instruction. The sessions will focus on the use of 

contingent scaffolding as a language tool for lifting students’ understanding of the 

literature piece being discussed. These sessions will begin in September once I receive 

confirmation of the Institutional Review Board to conduct the study.  

 Instrumentation and Procedure 

 A grounded theory data analysis method will create the conceptual framework 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Grounded theory begins with a research setting, in this case, 

literature discussion groups. I will analyze what is happening in this context and how this 

is relevant to the participants. The data collected from this setting will be read and reread, 

and rela tionships in the elements of data will be grouped into categories and coded 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Using NUD*IST qualitative software, I will apply grounded 

theory coding techniques to the research study to aid in data analysis. Open coding is 

concerned with identifying, naming, categorizing and describing elements found in the 

data. Axial coding is the process of relating codes (categories and properties) to each 

other by using inductive and deductive reasoning (Borgatti, 1996). At this stage of coding 

I will group the phenomenon back together in new ways by making connections between 

a single category and related categories. It is during this stage that internal reliability will 

be addressed by asking a Reading Specialist to independently code two transcripts from 

videotapes of the discussion groups. A discussion of the findings will follow the dual 

coding of the transcripts to compare similarities and differences. The codes developed 

from the discussion will be examined; some of the first codes will be eliminated or 

collapsed to form a new set of codes. The third type of coding is selective coding; this is 



the integration of all the categories to build an emergent theory (Borgatti, 1996). This last 

part of the coding process should help me build a probable theory for the phenomenon. 

The process of analysis and coding as described above will be applied to the data 

collected from the observations of the third grade literature discussion group over a five 

month period.  

Source of Data 

I will use a variety of sources of data for the research study: (a) ten weekly 

videotapes of literacy discussion group sessions, and transcriptions of these tapes (b) 

participant observation notes, (c) interviews with classroom teacher, (d) notes taken from 

discussions with the Reading Specialist. 

Assumptions 

    The following assumptions will be made in relation to the study: 

1. The grounded theory method of analysis will be implemented according to a 

standard method. 

2. Cognitive processing can be inferred from observable student behaviors. 

3. Contingent scaffolding is a means to achieving higher thinking skills.  

Limitations 

The results of the study will be limited because the research sample is restricted to a 

small group of children. Due to the qualitative design, the findings of the study may not 

be transferable beyond the subjects in the study. Merriam (1998) found investigator 

sensitivity a limitation because the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection 

and analysis. Also as a participant-observer I may be biased to the results, finding 

connections to the contingent scaffolding and higher thinking processes that are not valid. 



 

 

Implications 

The findings of the study may have implications for other teachers who are 

seeking information about improving higher order think ing processes. This study may 

also be helpful for anyone who is searching for research on higher order thinking 

strategies and their potential link to improved student learning and higher academic 

achievement.  
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