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The Role of Scaffolding in Language Development

A Comparison of Two Language Learning

Situations

Tiencheng Shen
National Chia-yi Teachers College

Abstract

The main purpose of this study was to examine what role scaffolding plays in children’s
language development. This paper starts with a discussion of three major theoretical
perspectives on language acquisition. In the discussion, I point out that the behaviorist's
attempt to explain language acquisition through a general theory of learning, i.e., through a
mechanism of stimulus, response, and reinforcement, seems to overestimate the shaping
power of the environment while underestimating the child’s potential to actively construct
hypotheses about linguistic rules. Then I point out that the innatist’s LAD hypothesis,
though supported by evidence from recent neurolinguistic research, falls short of giving a
detailed account of how a language is acquired and why sometimes acquired in different
ways across learners and cultures. I take the interactionist view, which sees language
acquisition as a process in which a child fulfills his/her language potential through
interaction with the society, to be the most competent theory.

Undergirded by the interactionist belief that scaffolded social interaction is crucial for
language development, I present findings from my observation of two language learning
situations, the first on first language socialization and the second on learning English as a
second language in a classroom setting. First, linguistic scaffolding, conceptual scaffolding,
and structural scaffolding were found to be important processes that provide first language
learners with strong support in making sense of the on-going interaction and in learning
new linguistic forms and concepts. Second, in the English as Second Language classroom,
the teacher also made necessary modification in language input and conceptual level.
However, due to the disparate teacher-student ratio, linguistic and conceptual scaffoldings
became very difficult processes when considering the needs and levels of each individual
student. This is especially true when there was no or little structural scaffolding to help
students understand the on-going activity. At the individual level, the quality of language
socialization process in the ESL classroom was thus found to be inferior to that found in the
first language learning situation.
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