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ABSTRACT:

The paper presents a systematic literature review of the implementation and 
effects of scaffolding strategies in children’s play in inclusive preschools for 
children with special educational needs. The review was conducted using the 
PRISMA framework. Five databases (Google Scholar, Science Direct, EBS-
CO, WoS, and Scopus) were reviewed. Only papers presenting the imple-
mentation and effects of the scaffolding strategy in the play of children with 
special educational needs from inclusive preschool classes were included. A re-
view of twelve full-text articles published between 2000 and 2025, involving 
333 subjects, was conducted by two independent reviewers. The results show 
that the scaffolding strategy is effective in helping children master the skills 
of engaging in play, playing, and interacting socially and communicatively 
with peers. The scaffolding was provided directly by the teacher, peer-mediat-
ed, and supported by visual aids. Teachers used various scaffolding methods, 
such as modelling, instructing and prompting, encouraging, commenting, 
and asking questions. Most teachers implemented the entire scaffolding pro-
cedure, from contingency to the transfer of responsibility. The qualitative 
nature of the research, small samples, and the diversity of the techniques and 
measurement tools used made statistical comparisons and generalization im-
possible. The findings underscore the need for the professional development 
of preschool teachers in the use of scaffolding strategies to foster inclusive 
play environments.

Scaffolding Strategies in the Play of Preschool Children 
with Special Educational Needs: A Systematic Review  

of Inclusive Practice Research

Anna Zamkowska1, Monika Koczańska1

1 Casimir Pulaski Radom University, Poland



146

IJSE 2025, 40(2), 145-160

https://doi.org/10.52291/ijse.2025.40.28

Scaffolding Strategies in the Play of Preschool Children with Special Educational Needs: ...

INTRODUCTION

Play is crucial for the cognitive, physical, and social-emo-
tional development and learning of young children 
(Ashiabi, 2007; Brussoni et al., 2012; Sanderson, 2011; 
Taylor & Boyer, 2020; Allee-Herndon, 2022), both of 
those with typical development (Kobylak & Kalyn, 
2017; Taylor & Boyer, 2020) and those with special ed-
ucational needs (SEN) (Hamm, 2006; Danniels & Pyle, 
2023; Piccolo & Pasqualetto, 2025). However, the lat-
ter have less control over their engagement in play and 
over social play than their non-disabled peers (Hillesøy, 
2016; Kesäläinen et al., 2022). Nevertheless, a play-based 
environment is their natural educational context (Han-
line & Fox, 1993). Vygotsky argues that a play-based ap-
proach can provide children with special needs with the 
knowledge and skills they need to function at a higher 
level. The pedagogical approach for such children should 
mirror that for typically developing children, while in-
corporating modifications to help them achieve their 
goals (Vygotsky, cited in Berk & Winsler, 1995). In his 
theory of social constructivism, Vygotsky emphasizes the 
important role of teachers in creating such stimulating 
learning opportunities for children with special educa-
tional needs in their interactions with peers (Wood & 
Bennett, 1998). Rüdisüli et al. (2024) add that the quali-
ty of teacher-child interactions is important for the devel-
opment of children’s play skills. Effective early childhood 
education programs are led by committed, qualified 
adults who provide developmentally appropriate teach-
ing and a stimulating environment, addressing children’s 
basic and special needs (Jalongo et al., 2004).

Learning through play can be teacher-led while re-
maining child-centered. Adults support the child in their 
discovery-based learning with a range of strategies, and the 
child actively collaborates with both teachers and peers. 
The support strategy that enables such learning/play is 
scaffolding (Weisberg et al., 2013). Its implementation 
is essential when working with children with disabilities 
who have difficulty acquiring new skills. However, there 
is a lack of comprehensive reviews that examine how this 
strategy can be used to support preschool children with 
special educational needs in play and how effective it is 
in an inclusive preschool environment. Recent systemat-
ic reviews of research on the use of scaffolding strategies 
have not focused on children with special educational 
needs (Van de Pol et al., 2010) or have concerned the use 
of scaffolding to support the learning, but not specifically 
the play of children with special educational needs in in-
clusive preschools (Zamkowska & Koczańska, 2024). The 

aim of this article is, therefore, to conduct a systematic re-
view of the literature on the use of scaffolding strategies in 
the play of this group of children in inclusive preschools.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Scaffolding is a child-centered strategy based on scien-
tific evidence (Cross et al., 2017). This strategy refers to 
actions teachers take to support a child’s development in 
line with their developmental trajectory, enabling them 
to master skills within their zone of proximal develop-
ment (Vygotsky, 1978). According to Filipiak (2012), 
scaffolding entails designing specific scenarios in which 
children, with the assistance of a caregiver, can enhance 
their existing abilities and understanding. 

In relation to other concepts, scaffolding can be im-
plemented as a strategy in both differentiated instruction 
(DI) and Universal Design for Learning (UDL), but it 
does not cover the full range of these broader education-
al concepts. Scaffolding temporarily supports students 
in grasping new concepts, gradually reducing support as 
they become independent. It differs from differentiated 
instruction, which tailors the content, process, product, 
and affect in response to learners’ readiness, interests, and 
learning profiles (Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010; Tomlin-
son,  2017). Scaffolding involves a step-by-step support 
process, while differentiation uses diverse teaching strate-
gies and materials to accommodate diverse learners. Both 
strategies aim to enhance student comprehension but ad-
dress different facets of the learning process. 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) provides flex-
ible learning environments and an inclusive framework 
with principles for multiple means of engagement, rep-
resentation, and expression, ensuring access for all stu-
dents (CAST, 2024). Both UDL and scaffolding address 
individual needs, but through different approaches, en-
hancing comprehension and access to learning. By scaf-
folding instruction, educators can help students develop 
the skills and understanding required for more complex 
content. By applying UDL, educators can ensure that all 
students have equal access to learning opportunities, re-
gardless of ability or need (King-Sears et al., 2015).

Scaffolding in relation to children’s play involves sys-
tematically adjusting support, first by increasing it and 
then withdrawing the help offered to the child in order to 
initiate and maintain their engagement in play (Vygotsky, 
1978). Scaffolding help for a child must meet three cri-
teria: contingency, fading, and transfer of responsibility 
(Van de Pol et al., 2010). Contingency means that sup-
port is tailored to the child’s current level of achievement, 



147

IJSE 2025, 40(2), 145-160

www.internationalsped.com

Anna Zamkowska & Monika Koczańska

and fading means that support is gradually withdrawn. 
The pace of withdrawal depends on the child’s level of 
development and competence. Transfer of responsibili-
ty involves gradually handing over responsibility for the 
task to the learner.

Van de Pol et al. (2010) identify six ways of using 
scaffolding: 1) providing feedback; 2) giving hints/
suggestions; 3) instructing; 4) explaining; 5) model-
ing; and 6) asking questions. The most commonly used 
scaffolding techniques in play are modeling, prompt-
ing, instructing, and commenting. Batchelor and Tay-
lor (2005) pointed to the possibility of using modeling 
by adults and peers to develop appropriate social skills 
during play. Scaffolding can therefore be provided by 
the teacher or educational peers/companions (Abbak 
Kacar & Deretarla Gul, 2024). Teacher-led scaffolding 
refers to the use of scaffolding techniques by a teach-
er working directly with a child with a disability, while 
peer-mediated education describes how a peer provides 
teacher-supervised learning to another peer (Mitch-
ell, 2014). Peer-mediated scaffolding involves training  
a non-disabled peer to use scaffolding to support a child 
with disabilities, e.g., in play. First, the teacher guides 
play in order to establish and maintain social interac-
tions between the child with disabilities and their peers. 
In this way, the former has the opportunity not only 
to observe but also to become directly involved in play 
with his or her peers. The peers are then trained in the 
social skills needed to involve children with disabilities 
in play. The teacher intervenes only when necessary. In-
creased peer mediation shows peers taking on adult roles 
effectively in scaffolding play for a child with disability. 
Moreover, Ganz and Flores (2009) found that visual 
scripts are helpful in modeling appropriate play skills 
for typically developing children. 

The scaffolding strategy can be applied in working 
with preschool children with a range of developmental 
disorders (Hestenes & Carroll, 2000). Children without 
SEN tend to interact more with their peers with SEN 
when teachers teach them to initiate or respond more 
actively to their peers with disabilities (Koegel et al., 
2012). However, as van Kuyk (2011) accurately points 
out, support from teachers or peers should be delivered 
in an optimized manner. It is both impossible and unnec-
essary to insist that children are active at an optimal level 
at all times. Both the child and the teacher have limited 
possibilities in this regard. The teacher must distribute 
their energy and time among all children, and the child 
with SEN must alternate between effort and rest, and 
also needs time for self-regulation and scaffolding. 

METHODS

The study aimed to analyze the use and effects of the 
scaffolding strategy in the play of children with special 
educational needs in an inclusive preschool class. A sys-
tematic review of studies published in scientific journals 
on Google Scholar, Science Direct, EBSCO, WoS, and 
Scopus between January 2000 and July 2025 was con-
ducted. The following research questions were addressed:

1.	 How do teachers use the scaffolding strategy in 
inclusive preschool classes in the play of children 
with special educational needs?

2.	 What are the effects of its use in supporting the 
development of children with special educational 
needs?

The PRISMA guidelines (Booth et al., 2021) were 
used to develop a systematic review. The data search 
was organized according to the literature review meth-
odology (Czakon, 2011; Aromataris et al, 2015; Mazur 
& Orłowska, 2018; Rofiah et al., 2023). To answer the 
research questions, resources of five databases (Goo-
gle Scholar, ScienceDirect, EBSCO, WoS, and Scopus) 
were reviewed. In accordance with the PRISMA scheme, 
the study was conducted in three stages: identification, 
screening, and inclusion. The first stage involved a pre-
liminary analysis of scientific articles published in scien-
tific databases from January 2000 to July 2025. The Cov-
idence application was used for the analysis. The articles 
were selected based on inclusion and exclusion criteria 
developed using the PICOC (population, intervention, 
comparison, outcome, context) scheme (see Booth et al., 
2021; Petticrew & Roberts, 2006), listed in Table 1.

The following syntax pattern was used in the search 
command: “scaffolding strategy” AND “preschool” or 
“kindergarten” or “early childhood education” AND 
“inclusive (see Annex 1).” In the second phase, screen-
ing was performed. The results were retrieved using the 
RIS code from five databases and then exported to the 
Covidence web application (Kellermeyer et al., 2018). 
A  total of 1,443 articles were collected from five data-
bases (1) Google Scholar (n = 972), (2) Science Direct 
(n = 171), (3) EBSCO (n = 19), (4) Scopus (n = 5), 
and (5) Web of Science (n = 276) and other sources  
(n = 2), and 39 duplicates were removed (Figure 1). Both 
authors independently analyzed the titles and abstracts 
of publications for relevance to the research questions, 
resulting in a total of 51 publications selected for analy-
sis in the third phase. The inter-rated level of agreement 
(Cohen’s k = 0,44) was moderate. The conflicts were 
discussed and resolved by both authors. Thirty-eight 
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studies were excluded for the following reasons:  full text 
not available (n = 1), no detailed scaffolding strategies 
provided (n = 12), no empirical studies (n=4), wrong 
setting (n = 13), and wrong intervention (n = 9). Ulti-
mately, 12 articles that met all the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria were analyzed. The full-text screening was 
also dual; no disagreement occurred. Both the PRESS 
2015 checklist for search strategies and the JBI Critical 
Appraisal-Checklist for Systematic Reviews (Suri, 2020; 
Hilton, 2024) gave a positive assessment of the system-
atic review process.

RESULTS

The analyzed studies were published between 2004 and 
2024 and conducted in inclusive preschools, mainly in 
the United States and European countries. Most of them 
used a qualitative approach; only one article reported 
experimental research using a single-subject Applied Be-
havior Analysis (ABA) design, and one quantitative study 
used an online survey (Table 2).  

The sample size and composition varied. Only two ar-
ticles used a large research sample, while the others used 
single cases. Most articles used triangulation of sources, 
surveying teachers, children, and their parents, which en-
abled a more complete understanding of scaffolding tech-
niques. The most frequently studied group was children 
with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) (Table 3). The 
studies analyzed used various methodological approach-
es: qualitative, quantitative, and experimental, with qual-
itative methods being the most commonly used. 

The research aim in analyzing the articles was, first, to 
determine how scaffolding is used in play and, second, to 
determine its effects. Considering the first objective, the 
research described in the articles was divided into two 
categories based on how these techniques were imple-

mented: 1) techniques used directly by the teacher and 
2) techniques used with the help of peers. 

Techniques used directly by the teacher: The analysis 
of the research showed that teachers used six direct scaf-
folding techniques: encouragement, modeling, instruction, 
prompting, commenting, and asking questions. Encourage-
ment took the form of encouraging children to play, to join 
in the play, and to take on roles in the play (Sanches-Ferreira 
et al., 2022; Tan & Perren, 2021). During interactions in the 
playgroup, teachers modeled social behaviors through ver-
balization, songs, storytelling, and puppetry (Argyropoulou  
& Papoudi, 2012; Batchelor & Taylor, 2005; Danniels & Pyle, 
2023; Hillesøy, 2016; Recchia & Soucacou, 2006; Siljehag  
& Westling Allodi, 2022). Instruction and prompting con-
sisted of reminding the child with SEN of the relevant skills 
that could be used in play: suggesting how to join in, what 
to play, what other children are playing and how individual 
and group play could proceed, as well as reminding the child 
of the rules of cooperative play, such as sharing toys between 
children and repeating/rephrasing words that the child with 
disabilities says quietly (Danniels & Pyle, 2023; Hillesøy, 
2016; Recchia & Soucacou, 2006; Siljehag & Westling 
Allodi, 2022 Tan & Perren, 2021). Visual scripts (Ganz  
& Flores, 2009), visual timers, schedules, and rules for play 
(Danniels & Pyle, 2023) turned out to be supportive in shap-
ing the play skills of children with autism spectrum disorder. 
Teachers commented on the child’s successes (Argyropoulou  
& Papoudi, 2012; Siljehag & Westling Allodi, 2022) and 
asked questions about what other children were playing. 
In didactic play, the questions asked by teachers required 
cognitive processing, e.g., questions about the similarity of 
objects, their number, and the evaluation of the effects of 
the activities undertaken (Hestenes et al., 2004).

Sanches-Ferreira et al. (2022) described the process of 
teacher support, as defined by Vygotsky (1978) and Van 
de Pol et al. (2010). This process consisted of four stages: 

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

PICOC scheme Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Population
Children with special educational needs and 
teachers from inclusive preschool classes

Students, youth, adults with disabilities
Children without disabilities

Intervention Scaffolding strategy in play Therapy

Comparison
Studies indicating the results of strategy imple-
mentation, including experimental studies with an 
experimental and control group, pre and post-test 

Studies not showing the results of using the strategy 

Outcome Effects of the strategy No indication of the effects of the strategy

Context Inclusive preschool
Special preschool or mainstream preschool without 
children with special educational needs, school, nursery
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1) promoting children’s choice of play, e.g., encouraging 
children to choose between two or more play options; 
2) encouraging children to gradually develop autonomy, 
e.g., supporting children when they take the initiative to 
solve a  task in a play situation; 3) maintaining a balance 
between helping children discover and facilitating their in-
dependent discovery; 4) encouraging problem solving, e.g., 
discussing problems and encouraging children to propose 
solutions.

Techniques involving peers: Analysis confirms that 
teachers also involve peers in creating supports for their 
classmates with disabilities. Peers supported their class-
mates mainly by setting an example and encouraging 
them. Setting an example involved teachers deliberate-
ly pairing children with specific playmates who showed 
them how to play (Gretschel et al., 2022; Tan & Perren, 

2021). Encouragement involved a child without autism 
encouraging their peer with autism to participate in so-
cial interactions (Argyropoulou & Papoudi, 2012). In 
addition, children were encouraged to solve problems 
that arose during play (Danniels & Pyle, 2023).

Abbak Kacar and Deretarla Gul (2024) analyzed the 
process of training and implementing peers in the use of 
support for classmates with disabilities. The process con-
sisted of three stages: preparation, implementation, and 
evaluation. The preparatory stage involved raising peers’ 
awareness of their classmates’ needs with disabilities and 
developing their empathy through films, storybooks, and 
appropriately selected exercises. The game-teaching pro-
cess consisted of explaining the exercise, demonstrating 
how to invite a child with ASD to play, and presenting 
the game’s materials and rules. Then, the peers and the 

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram for study selection
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researcher played together several times until the chil-
dren learned to play without the researcher’s help. In the 
implementation phase, selected peers led the game with 
a child with ASD. The evaluation was carried out through 
interviews with peers after the exercise, identification of 
problems encountered, and introduction of changes for 
the next exercise. Danniels and Pyle (2023) compared 
the use of direct teacher support, peer involvement, and 
visual aids in their research, indicating the possibility of 
combining them to support children with special educa-
tional needs in play. (Figure 1).

The research presented in seven articles indicates that 
teachers used all three levels of scaffolding, from contin-
gency, through fading, to transfer of responsibility, which 
indicates full use of the strategy. The remaining five articles 
describe only contingency - providing children with sup-
port tailored to their current level of achievement (Table 3). 

The second aim of the research was to determine 
the effects of scaffolding in children’s play in inclusive 
classrooms. In most articles, the indicator of scaffolding 
effectiveness was a description of the child’s observable 
behaviors; the percentage increase in the frequency of 
interactions was described in two studies, mean scores 
in one study, the results of variance analysis in one, and 
Cohen’s d effect size (Table 3) in only one. The effects of 
applying the strategy are mainly observed in social and 
communication skills (Table 3). Most articles reported 
an increase in children’s engagement in play (Argyropou-
lou & Papoudi, 2012; Gretschel et al., 2022; Recchia 
& Soucacou, 2006; Tan & Perren, 2021). Three articles 
showed an increase in the frequency of spontaneous in-
teractions between peers (Batchelor & Taylor, 2005; 
Hillesøy, 2016; Tan & Perren, 2021), and two showed 
improvements in the social, emotional, and communi-
cation skills of children with disabilities (Abbak Kacar  
& Deretarla Gul, 2024; Recchia & Soucacou, 2006). 
A detailed description of the effects is provided in Table 2.

The most reliable results are provided by articles that 
report effect sizes. Sanches-Ferreira et al. (2022) showed 
that encouraging children to make choices, gradually de-
veloping autonomy, maintaining a balance between help-
ing children discover and facilitating their independent 
discovery, and encouraging problem solving have a mod-
erate effect, greater at the child level than at the group 
level (ddz = 0.673, dg = 0.403).  

Batchelor and Taylor (2005) analyzed the impact of 
the Stay, Play & Talk program on the development of 
a girl’s social and communication skills with moderate de-
velopmental disabilities. They observed an increase in the 
frequency of peer-initiated interactions with the child: 

from 2.65% at the beginning of the study to 31.24% at 
the end of the intervention period. This high level was 
maintained after the intervention ended. A significant in-
crease in the child’s social acceptance by peers was noted. 
At the end of the program, there was a 64.31% increase 
in peers’ assessment of the focus child. At the end of the 
maintenance period, 78.63% of peers rated her higher 
than during the baseline tests.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this article was to analyze the methods and 
effects of using the scaffolding strategy in play with chil-
dren with special educational needs in an inclusive pre-
school. To achieve this goal, a systematic review of stud-
ies published between January 2000 and July 2025 was 
conducted. Twelve articles published between 2004 and 
2024 were selected for detailed methodological and con-
tent analysis. The studies presented in the articles were 
mainly qualitative in nature and used a variety of research 
techniques and tools. Most of them were conducted on 
a small sample, diverse in terms of the type of special 
educational needs. The qualitative nature of the research 
can therefore be justified by the type of sample and the 
need for an individual approach, especially when work-
ing with children with more serious developmental and 
educational needs. Only one article reported a moderate 
effect size, which was insufficient to allow quantitative 
comparisons. However, the collected material provided 
a broad picture of the various ways scaffolding can be 
used in children with disabilities’ play in an inclusive pre-
school class. These are techniques used directly by the 
teacher, with peer participation and the use of visual aids. 
The possibility of combining teacher support activities 
with peer involvement and the use of visual aids was also 
pointed out. In addition, a list of scaffolding techniques 
used by teachers in inclusive classrooms was compiled. 
The techniques most frequently observed in the analyzed 
studies are modeling (9 articles); instructing and prompt-
ing (9 articles), encouraging (3 articles), commenting  
(2 articles), and asking questions (2 articles). It can there-
fore be assumed that teachers use all the scaffolding tech-
niques proposed by Van de Pol et al. (2010) in play, with 
encouragement emerging as a separate category in our 
study. Comparing the described results with the results of 
a systematic review of scaffolding strategies used in typi-
cal educational situations presented by Zamkowska and 
Koczańska (2024), in which the dominant category was 
giving hints or suggestions, the two most frequently ob-
served categories in articles on play situations were mod-
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Table 2. Characteristics of the studies

No. Study Country Method Population Research aim Results

1. Hestenes 
et al. (2004)

USA Qualitative research 
(observation)

186 children aged M=58 
months, including 73 with 
disabilities: ASD (n=2), speech 
impairment (n=35), Pathological 
Demand Avoidance (n=33), 
motor impairment (n=1), 
hearing impairment (n=1); visual 
impairment (n=1); teachers: 
15 women, 1 man

To determine whether teachers modify 
their practice of asking questions 
depending on the children’s skill level, 
whether they differ in their sensitivity 
when addressing children with different 
skill levels, and whether teachers’ 
verbalization differs when they speak 
to children with different skill levels

Teachers do not perceive free play time as an 
opportunity for individual learning for children 
with disabilities to the same extent as for children 
with typical development.

2. Recchia 
& Soucacou 
(2006)

USA Qualitative 
(naturalistic classroom 
observations -Inclusive 
Classroom Profile)

4 boys and 1 girl aged 3-5 years 
old; Spina bifida, hydrocephalus; 
prematurity, developmental 
delays; PDD-NOS; concentration 
and language difficulties; 
fragile X syndrome; 3 teachers 
(experience: 10; 10.5; 1)

To examine how teachers engage 
in social relationships with individual 
children and what they do to support 
social interactions between peers

Improvement in the social skills of children 
with disabilities, their involvement in play.

3. Batchelor 
& Taylor 
(2005)

Australia Quantitative and 
qualitative case study
Participation and 
Engagement-Revised 
(CASPER II); adapted 
version of McConnell 
and Odom’s (1986) 
‘Friendship Train’ 
sociometric peer rating 
scale; questionnaire for 
parents

A 4 year-old girl with moderate 
developmental disability; 
2 teachers

To analyze the effects of the Stay, 
Play & Talk program on the development 
of social and communication skills in 
a child with moderate disability

Increase in the frequency of interactions with the child 
initiated by peers: and  in her social acceptance. 

4. Ganz & Flores 
(2009)

USA Qualitative 
(observation: visual, 
written, and pictorial 
scripts)

2 boys with ASD aged 5-6; 
3 teachers

To assess the use of visual scripts to 
support the skills of children with ASD.

The children were more communicative during play, 
named the objects they were playing with more often, 
and used many contextually appropriate phrases. 
Their peers were more willing to play with them.
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5. Argyropoulou 
& Papoudi 
(2012)

Greece Experimental (single 
subject ABA design), 
observation, recording 
of interactions

1 boy with ASD aged 6; 
1 special educator; 
1 speech therapist

To examine the effectiveness of intensive 
interactions arranged in a play situation

The boy showed a high level of engagement, eye 
contact, shared focus, laughter, and initiation of 
communicative behaviors. His social interactions with 
a peer and frequency of play initiation increased.

6. Hillesøy 
(2016)

Norway Qualitative 
(observation)

3 children with hearing 
impairment; boys and girls

To examine how support teachers 
contribute to the interaction of children 
with special educational needs with their 
peers.

The use of scaffolding strategies by the support 
teacher promotes peer interaction of children with 
hearing impairment.

7. Tan & Perren 
(2021)

China Qualitative (case study: 
In-depth participatory 
observation and 
analysis of documents)

7 children aged 3-6 (physical 
disabilities, ASD; developmental 
delays, behavioral disorders); 
7 teachers (experience: 2-30 
years)

To examine the strategies used by 
teachers to promote interaction between 
children with and without SEN in an 
inclusive preschool

Increase in children with SEN’s involvement in play 
and peer relationships.

8. Gretschel 
et al. (2022)

South 
Africa

Qualitative descriptive 
study/ crossover, semi-
structured interviews, 
caregiver and teacher 
interview guides

5 boys with ASD; 3-8 y.o.; 5F 
(2 mothers, 3 teachers)

To analyze strategies supporting the 
involvement of children with ASD in play

Purposefully pairing children with specific playmates 
encouraged children with ASD to engage in social 
play.

9. Sanches-
Ferreira et al. 
(2022)

Portugal Quantitative (survey 
research – online 
questionnaire)

89 teachers (95.5% women; 
4.5% men); M = 48.41 years; 
27 teachers had between 
10 and 20 years of experience 
(30.3%), and 6 teachers 
had fewer than 10 years of 
experience (6.7%).

To assess preschool teachers’ 
perspectives on the usefulness and 
applicability of a set of empirically verified 
strategies aimed at improving teacher-
child interaction in early education and 
care settings, with reference to groups 
and children with disabilities.

The effect of using scaffolding strategies in play 
was  an increase in children’s autonomy, creativity, 
cognitive and communication skills  

10. Siljehag & 
Westling 
Allodi (2022)

Sweden Qualitative (structured 
observations and 
group and individual 
interviews)
Inclusion Classroom 
Profile (ICP); Teaching 
Impression Scale 
(TIS-S); Children’s 
Engagement 
Questionnaire (CEQ);  
and Intervention Rating 
Profile (IRP)

3 children with SEN; 4 preschool 
teachers, 1 special educator

To analyze the implementation and 
effects of the Play Time/Social Time (PT/
ST) program supporting play and social 
interaction of children with SEN

The interactions between children with special 
educational needs and other children was 
strengthened. The engagement of children from the 
focus group in preschool activities improved; one of 
them took the initiative to organize a game.  



IJSE 2025, 40(2), 145-160Anna Zamkowska & Monika Koczańska

153www.internationalsped.com

11. Danniels  
& Pyle (2023)

USA Qualitative research 
(case study, 
observation, 
semi-structured 
interviews)

3 teachers 
(M, 7 years of experience; 
F, 20 years of experience; 
F, 27 years of experience); 
11 kindergarten classes

To analyze the ways of supporting 
children with disabilities in play

Child-centered, flexible support that maintains 
a balance between assistance and independence 
allows for increased engagement in play, play skills, 
and peer interaction.

12. Abbak Kacar 
& Deretarla 
Gul (2024)

Turkey Qualitative case 
study, interviews 
and observations, 
picture sociometry, 
researcher’s diary, 
teacher’s diary 

1 boy with ASD (66 months old) To study the impact of structured peer 
play on the peer relationships of children 
with ASD in an inclusive classroom

Significant differences were observed in participants’ 
functional skills before and after structured peer 
play. Typically developing children and the boy with 
ASD improved their social, emotional, and language 
skills. The children played together longer. Playtime 
increased, and the number of participating children 
rose. Typically developing children (TD) cooperated 
more and took on greater responsibility. The child 
with ASD attempted to say meaningful words, and 
his participation in play was observed. 



IJSE 2025, 40(2), 145-160Scaffolding Strategies in the Play of Preschool Children with Special Educational Needs: ...

154https://doi.org/10.52291/ijse.2025.40.28

Table 3. Characteristics of the studies

No. Study Setting SEN type
Scaffolding 
components 

Outcome domain Effect indicator 

1, Hestenes et al. (2004)
inclusive 
preschool

various disabilities C not clear results of Anova analysis of variance

2. Batchelor & Taylor (2005)
inclusive 
preschool

moderate developmental 
disability

C social interaction frequency of interactions in %

3. Recchia  & Soucacou (2006)
inclusive 
preschool

various disabilities C social interaction description of child’s behavior  

4. Ganz & Flores (2009)
inclusive 
preschool

ASD C, F, T social interaction, communication description of child’s behavior  

5. Argyropoulou & Papoudi (2012)
inclusive 
preschool

ASD C, F, T emotional, social interaction frequency of interactions in %

6. Hillesøy (2016)
inclusive 
preschool

hearing impairment C social interaction description of child’s behavior  

7. Tan & Perren (2021)
inclusive 
preschool

various disabilities C social interaction description of child’s behavior  

8. Gretschel et al. (2022)
inclusive 
preschool

ASD C, F, T social interaction description of child’s behavior  

9. Sanches-Ferreira et al. (2022)
inclusive 
preschool

Not specified C, F, T
Personal, cognitive, language 
and communication 

Cohen’s d

10. Siljehag & Westling Allodi (2022)
inclusive 
preschool

children with SEN (no 
impairment)

C, F, T social interaction mean scores

11. Danniels & Pyle (2023)
inclusive 
preschool

ASD C, F, T social interaction, communication description of child’s behavior  

12. Abbak Kacar & Deretarla Gul (2024)
inclusive 
preschool

ASD C, F, T social interaction, communication description of child’s behavior  

Contingency- C, fading- F, transfer of responsibility-T



155

IJSE 2025, 40(2), 145-160

www.internationalsped.com

Anna Zamkowska & Monika Koczańska

eling, instructing, and prompting. However, it should be 
acknowledged that in preschool practice, both categories 
of play, i.e., free play and didactic play, often coexist. Con-
sequently, it is therefore difficult to distinguish between 
the two categories of situations observed, as free play can 
also serve educational purposes, as described by Hestenes 
et al. (2004). Research confirms the effectiveness of scaf-
folding strategies in increasing children’s engagement in 
play, increasing the frequency of spontaneous peer inter-
actions, and improving the social, emotional, and com-
munication skills of children with disabilities, suggesting 
that teachers can use them skillfully. However, Hestenes 
et al. (2004) found that some educators do not see play as 
an opportunity to stimulate the development of children 
with disabilities to the same extent as in their work with 
children without disabilities. 

Despite the positive results, generalizing these stud-
ies is not possible due to their limited scope: most were 
conducted with small samples of children and teachers in 
a single kindergarten, without replication or interobserv-
er agreement.

LIMITATIONS

The study has several limitations. First, only 12 full-text 
articles published between 2004–and 2024) were includ-
ed in the analysis. Perhaps an analysis of studies from the 
1970s, when the first definitions of scaffolding appeared 
(Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Wood et al., 1976; Vygotsky, 
1978), would have yielded a larger number of articles. 
Secondly, the inclusion of other journal databases might 
have broadened the scope of the study and provided 
a more comprehensive picture of the issue under investi-
gation. The exclusion of gray literature was motivated by 
the desire to ensure the high quality of the publications 
included in the analysis and to consider only those that 
contain not only a description of the activities but also 
their effects. However, the scaffolding strategy is most 
often described by practitioners, so the exclusion of gray 
literature may have resulted in the omission of items that 
would have provided valuable information on scaffolding 
techniques in inclusive preschool classrooms. The search 
in the EBSCO database was limited to texts in English 
and Polish. Translation of the few articles in other lan-
guages and inclusion of research from other countries 
would enable a more complete picture of the use of scaf-
folding around the world. Thirdly, due to the qualitative 
nature of the research, small samples and the diversity 
of the techniques and measurement tools used, it was 
not possible to compare the collected results, but only to 

compile and describe them. Only one article presented 
the effect size, necessary for statistical comparisons. This 
made it impossible to perform a quantitative synthesis of 
scaffolding effectiveness and generalize the findings. Fu-
ture analyses should include meta-analyses or evaluations 
of the effectiveness of scaffolding using mixed methods 
and more advanced designs such as a cluster RCTs, stan-
dardized outcome measures or fidelity checks.

CONCLUSIONS

A systematic review of research on the use of scaffolding 
strategies in play with children with special educational 
needs has shown that these strategies are used in inclusive 
preschool classrooms. Teachers use various scaffolding 
techniques, adapting them to the needs and abilities of 
the child and the group. This practice has positive effects, 
especially on the emotional and social development of 
children with special educational needs and on their in-
tegration with peers. Not only is the implementation of 
scaffolding in the teacher’s direct work with a child with 
special needs promising in the context of the inclusive 
classroom, but also the use of peer assistance and visual 
scripts, which allows children with disabilities to better 
integrate with their peers and become more indepen-
dent, while their peers without disabilities develop play 
skills and empathy. It is therefore advisable to use both 
direct support and peer support, and to use visual aids 
where necessary. Using all stages of scaffolding, from con-
tingency, fading, and transfer of responsibility, increases 
the level of independence of children with disabilities. 
When using peer-mediated scaffolding, it is recommend-
ed to prepare peers in advance and monitor the course 
and effects of the support they provide, thereby ensur-
ing increased involvement of children with disabilities in 
this relationship. The complete application of scaffold-
ing strategies in an inclusive classroom requires adequate 
teacher preparation (Hestenes, 2004). Preschool teachers 
need training in designing environments and using scaf-
folding techniques during free play. Practical applications 
are presented in the Annex 2. 

 The training for future inclusive education teach-
ers should include the full process for using scaffold-
ing techniques in play, both directly by the teacher and 
with a peer, the preparation of visual scripts, and tools 
for reflective assessment of the effects of implemented 
activities in the social and communication domains of 
children with disabilities. It is also advisable to enrich 
the body of special education research with more studies 
analyzing the use of scaffolding strategies in play using 
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a representative sample and standardized tools that allow 
for the determination of a reliable effect size. Their wider 
dissemination may increase both the quantity and quali-
ty of inclusive practices in inclusive preschools.
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Annex 1. Summary table

Database Search strings Field tags Years covered Date of retrieval 

Scopus scaffolding AND inclusive 
preschool

Article title, abstract, key 
words/Published from 2000 to 
present

2005-2024 23 Mar 2024

Web of Science scaffolding AND inclusive 
preschool

title, abstract, author keywords 2000-2024 23 Mar 2024

EBSCO scaffolding strategies AND 
TX (preschool or kindergarten 
or early childhood education) 
AND TX inclusive

Publication Date Custom 
range:1 Jan 2000- 23 March 
2024/ Databases: Education 
Source Ultimate, ERIC, 
Academic Search Ultimate/ 
Language: English, Polish

2000-2024 23 Mar 2024

ScienceDirect scaffolding inclusive preschool Find articles with these terms/
Year(s)/ Article type: Research 
articles

2000-2024 23 Mar 2024

Google Scholar scaffolding inclusive preschool książki, artykuły w innym języku 2000-2024 23 Mar 2024

Scopus scaffolding AND inclusive 
preschool

Article title, abstract, key 
words/Published from 2024 to 
present

2024 1 Jan 2025

Web of Science scaffolding AND inclusive 
preschool

title, abstract, author keywords 2024 1 Jan 2025

EBSCO scaffolding strategies AND TX 
(preschool or kindergarten or 
early childhood education ) 
AND TX inclusive

Publication Date Custom 
range:24 March 2024-1 Jan 
2025/ Databases: Education 
Source Ultimate, ERIC, 
Academic Search Ultimate/ 
Language: English, Polish

2024 1 Jan 2025

Google Scholar scaffolding inclusive preschool książki, artykuły w innym języku 2024 1 Jan 2025

ScienceDirect scaffolding play inclusive 
preschool

Find articles with these terms/
Year(s)/ Article type: Research 
articles

2024 1 Jan 2025

Scopus scaffolding AND inclusive 
preschool

Article title, abstract, key 
words/Published from 2025 
to present

2025 July 2025

Web of Science scaffolding AND inclusive 
preschool

title, abstract, author keywords 2025 July 2025

EBSCO scaffolding strategies AND TX 
(preschool or kindergarten or 
early childhood education ) 
AND TX inclusive

Publication Date Custom 
range: 2 Jan 2025-31 Jul 
2025/ Databases: Education 
Source Ultimate, ERIC, 
Academic Search Ultimate/ 
Language: English, Polish 

2025 July 2025

Google Scholar scaffolding inclusive preschool książki, artykuły w innym języku 2025 July 2025

ScienceDirect scaffolding play inclusive 
preschool

Find articles with these terms/
Year(s)

2025 July 2025



160

IJSE 2025, 40(2), 145-160

www.internationalsped.com

Anna Zamkowska & Monika Koczańska

Annex 2. Scaffolding techniques in play – practical application

Scaffolding 
techniques

How to apply them in kindergarten Example from kindergarten classes

Providing feedback The teachers provides feedback. They 
praise the child’s effort by giving brief, 
positive feedback. They focus on the 
process rather than the result.
Feedback can also take the form of 
corrective information.

While playing with blocks:
“I like how you worked with your friends today to build the 
tower – it made it easier for everyone.”
“Your tower is stable because you chose a wide base, 
which is a great idea!”
While doing a puzzle:
“Great! You found a piece that fits in the corner – you’re 
paying attention to colors and shapes.”
“I noticed that you asked Kate if she wanted to do the 
puzzle with you, which is very nice behavior in a group.”

Prompting When a child experiences challenges, 
the teacher provides guidance or 
encouragement to try a different 
approach.

While doing a puzzle, the teacher says:
“You might try fitting this piece with the blue sky into this 
corner.”
While playing with blocks:
“Look, why don’t you try doing something underneath to 
make the bridge more stable?”

Instruction The teachers explain the tasks clearly 
and concisely, using examples. They 
make sure that the children know what 
to do.

Before the physical activity, the teacher says:
“First, we run to the cone, then we jump like frogs and 
return to our place.”
While playing with blocks:
“First, place the large blocks at the bottom, then the 
smaller ones on top, and finally check that the tower does 
not fall over.”

Explaining The teacher explains concepts in  
a simple way using comparisons and 
examples from the child’s everyday life.

“We share our toys so that everyone can play and no one 
is sad.”
“We wait for our turn so that others can try too—it’s fair.”
“We say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ because then others 
understand us better and enjoy playing with us.”

Modeling The teacher shows the child how to 
do something through joint activity or 
demonstration.

The teacher shows how to ask a friend to play together or 
how to apologize when you accidentally hit someone.
The teacher sits down next to the child and starts building 
their own tower, commenting aloud:
“First, I make a wide base, then the tower will be stable.”

Asking questions The teacher asks open-ended questions 
that stimulate the child’s thinking and 
imagination.

“What can we do so that everyone can play together?”
“How can we ask for a toy without arguing?”


