
© Adam Green - Institute of Teacher Aide Courses V1.0 January 2022  

Fact Sheet 56 - How to use scaffolding and chunking in the 

classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

Scaffolding 

Scaffolding is best explained as a 3-step process for teaching and learning (as 

depicted in the diagram below). First, a teacher shows or explains something to a 

student (step 1). Then the student practises with support. As the student improves, the 

level of support is faded (step 2). Eventually the student can practise or do the task 

independently and almost all support is withdrawn (step 3) (Bowles et al., 2018).  

When a baby is first learning to walk, adults hold the child so he or she can practise 

standing. This physical support is a scaffold as it helps the child to practise something 

that would otherwise be beyond their abilities. Over time, this support is faded and the 

responsibility for standing and walking is transferred to the baby. Eventually, support 

is fully withdrawn and the child can stand and walk independently.  

 

The 3-step scaffolding process. 

A common way to think of scaffolding is by using a construction analogy. You might 

have seen scaffolding on the outside of buildings when they are under construction. 

As the building nears completion, the scaffolding is taken down piece by piece until 

Instructional 
phase

• Strategies such as prompting, praise, questioning, modelling 
and chunking help the student to learn. Resources are 
developed to facilitate learning. 

Fading

•As the student becomes more competent and knowledgable, 
teacher support is gradually faded.

Handover

•The student is capable of completing the task on his/her own 
and support is withdrawn completely. 
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the building stands on its own. Similarly, scaffolds are put in place in the learning 

context until the learner is capable of completing a task on his/her own. The level of 

support is gradually reduced or faded (Hattan & Alexander, 2018).  

Fading 

Fading is the gradual reduction of support over time as a student becomes more 

proficient at a given task. The ultimate purpose of fading is to foster independence 

(i.e., the student can do something without adult support).  

Using Chloe’s conversion example, imagine that the TA had successfully taught her 

the concept behind converting units of measurement right from the start (e.g., mm to 

cm). She then only needs a little bit of help to convert larger units (e.g., metres to kms), 

as well as only a tiny bit of support to learn volume (e.g., litres to gigalitres), but no 

help whatsoever for watts and megawatts. 

For each of these 4 steps, the TA provided less and less support (10 minutes, 4 

minutes, 2 minutes and then nothing for the final ‘watts and megawatts’ step, even 

though it was the most challenging one by far). 

 

Fading is about providing the right amount of support – just enough so learning can happen, but not so much that the 
student doesn’t self-repair. As the student improves, support can be gradually reduced. 

Now imagine that students are learning how to write a short story and you have been 

tasked to help Johnny. To begin with, you help him think about the different elements 
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of his story (who, what, where, when etc.). Then you both spend a minute or so doing 

the first few sentences together. Next you decide to fade your support and ask Johnny 

to tell you what the next sentence will be.  

After providing some feedback, Johnny writes the next few sentences. Fading even 

further, you ask Johnny to write the next paragraph on his own. While he does that, 

you circulate and help 3 or 4 others and then come back to Johnny 15 minutes later. 

It looks like Johnny is getting the hang of it, so you instruct him to finish the entire story 

on his own. To begin with Johnny couldn’t write a single sentence. By the end he was 

writing entire paragraphs on his own. 

Chunking 

Chunking is a simple strategy that involves dividing a task or activity into a series of 

small ‘chunks’. Each chunk can be divided into even smaller chunks if necessary. The 

purpose of chunking is to make a large or difficult task much more achievable and 

manageable. Learning tasks that are complex, difficult or time-consuming should be 

divided into smaller pieces to make them easier for students.  

When students complain that a task is too difficult, it’s often because there are too 

many pieces (even if no single piece is overly challenging). Chunking helps to reduce 

the cognitive load and make the task more achievable.  

For example, say a project is expected to take 4 weeks and a student is having trouble 

getting started. Using a chunking strategy, the TA can help the student to divide their 

project into 12 stages. The student can then concentrate on one manageable stage at 

a time.  

  

If a student is struggling with a maths or science question, chunking the problem down 

into logical sections allows both you and the student to identify exactly where the 

problem lies. Take a maths problem that requires 4 steps. A student will typically 

Hint 
Don’t assume that students will know how to divide a task into neat sections even 

if it seems obvious to you – many adults can’t even do this!  
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believe that he or she ‘can’t do it’ when in fact only 1 step is the stumbling block. This 

type of chunking is also known as ‘task analysis’ or ‘task analytic instruction’. It is 

commonly used when working with students who have disabilities to learn simple skills 

such as hand washing or tying a shoelace. Chunking can also be used for memorising 

lists. Remembering 18 items is nearly impossible but remembering 3 categories that 

each contain 6 items might be achievable. 

Here is an example of how you might chunk a basic maths question into 8 steps. You 

could then identify and target the step where the student is struggling.  

Find the mean of the following numbers: 5, 10, 50, 100, 75, 12. 

• Step 1: how is the mean calculated? 

• Step 2: guess the mean from looking at the numbers. 

• Step 3: add all the numbers together and write down the answer. 

• Step 4: count the number of numbers and write that down too. 

• Step 5: do the mean calculation: step 3 / step 4. 

• Step 6: write down the answer in a sentence: ‘The mean is ___’. 

• Step 7: check your answer is similar to your guess (step 1). 

• Step 8: double check your calculations. 

Once the student can easily use this process, the number of steps might be reduced 

to 3 or 4. With that mastered, the student is ready to tackle more advanced calculations 

– if he/she gets stuck, the process is there as a reference.  

Here is how fading can be used in conjunction with chunking: 

1. Explain how to do the task and model it for the student (go through the steps). 

2. Have the student practise with a set of simple numbers (e.g., 2, 2, 4, 4). 

3. Use a few different numbers so the student can practise.  

4. Use more numbers (e.g., 8, and larger numbers, e.g., 120). 

5. Help the student with each step while remembering the importance of 

prompting. 

6. Once the student ‘gets it’, leave him/her to do 5 practice questions. 
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If a student says, 'this is too hard', it's probably because there is too much to learn at once and he or she is overwhelmed. 
Divide the task or concept into manageable chunks in this situation. 
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