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  Abstract:- 
This research explored how 

different scaffolding strategies 
impact Iraqi EFL learners' 
vocabulary and reading skills. 60 
students took a placement test (OPT) 
and were divided into three groups: 
two experimental groups using 
scaffolding and a control group with 
traditional instruction. The 
"symmetrical" group had students at 
similar intermediate levels, the 
"asymmetrical" group mixed students 
of varying levels, and the learners in 
the control group were randomly 
selected. All groups took vocabulary 
and reading tests before the 
treatments. After receiving either 
symmetrical or asymmetrical 
scaffolding in collaborative learning, 
both experimental groups showed 
significant improvement in 
vocabulary and reading compared to 
their pre-test scores. More 
importantly, the asymmetrical group 
outperformed the symmetrical group 
in both areas. This suggests that 
incorporating diverse learners in 
collaborative settings with varied 
scaffolding approaches can be 
particularly effective for boosting 
vocabulary and reading skills in Iraqi 
EFL learners. The study emphasizes 
the value of inclusive learning 
environments that leverage the 
strengths of all students. 

Key words: Symmetrical Scaffolding, 
Asymmetrical Scaffolding, 
Vocabulary Development, Reading 
Comprehension, Iraqi EFL Learners. 
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Introduction 
EFL learners are required to build their vocabulary abilities to be 

able to understand reading texts and passages. Vocabulary 
development helps improve reading comprehension through 
understanding the texts (Pezoa et al., 2019; Yousefi & Biria, 2018). 
Learners who possess a large vocabulary stock will comprehend the 
texts because vocabulary is essential in foreign language teaching 
(Reynolds et al., 2018). Reading comprehension is the foundation for 
the four English skills (Lourenco, 2012). Learners can improve their 
abilities to communicate and interact by having a strong vocabulary 
which is an important tool in the reading comprehension process.  

Utilizing innovative teaching approaches is a must concerning the 
problems of EFL learners in vocabulary development and reading 
comprehension. One of these methods includes symmetrical and 
asymmetrical scaffolding. Scaffolding is an important method to 
improve language learning in which teachers support learners to 
create new skills. The dialogue or interaction between an instructor 
and a student is seen as a kind of scaffolding due to the fact that it is 
done through speech which is a main source of a learner's cognitive 
development. Learning can be supported through two main 
scaffolding approaches: symmetrical and asymmetrical. Symmetrical 
scaffolding hinges on the idea that learners gain new knowledge 
through collaborative interactions (Lourenço, 2012). Think of it like 
this: Student A excels at reading comprehension strategies, while 
Student B shines in vocabulary. In a symmetrical setup, they learn 
from each other's strengths, enhancing their overall understanding. 
Here, learners work with peers within their Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD) – the gap between their current abilities and 
their potential with guidance (Baleghizadeh et al., 2018). 

Asymmetrical scaffolding, on the other hand, embraces diversity. 
Learners with different ZPDs collaborate in mixed groups, supporting 
each other's growth. This aligns with Vygotsky's (1978) Sociocultural 
Theory (SCT), which emphasizes social interaction as a cornerstone 
of cognitive development, including language learning. Vygotsky 
suggests that an expert can provide support, guiding a novice 
beyond their current abilities through collaborative activities 
(Vygotsky, 1978). This "scaffolding" empowers the less experienced 
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learner to complete tasks and achieve their goals (Wood et al., 
1976). 

Iraqi EFL learners undergo different types of challenges and 
difficulties in reading comprehension while attempting to build their 
vocabulary effectively. Vocabulary knowledge plays an essential role 
in Iraqi learners' performance and is one of the aspects that can help 
reveal the gaps and highlight the strengths and weaknesses that 
students have (Vygotsky, 1978). Effective vocabulary acquisition and 
reading comprehension are crucial components of language learning 
and academic success. These skills play a pivotal role in facilitating 
comprehension, communication, and critical thinking abilities among 
learners. Educators employ various instructional strategies to 
enhance learners' vocabulary and reading skills, and one such 
approach is scaffolding (Ghalebi, et al., 2020).  

Scaffolding, as a pedagogical technique, involves providing 
temporary support and guidance to learners to assist them in 
acquiring new knowledge and skills. The scaffolding process helps 
learners to bridge the gap between their existing knowledge and the 
desired learning outcomes. It aims to gradually transfer responsibility 
to the learners, fostering their independent learning and problem-
solving abilities (Khodamoradi, et al., 2013). In the realm of 
vocabulary acquisition, scaffolding techniques can be employed to 
assist learners in expanding their word knowledge and usage. 
Vocabulary development is crucial for language learners as it 
contributes to their overall language proficiency and comprehension 
abilities. Scaffolding strategies such as providing context clues, word 
associations, semantic mapping, and explicit instruction can 
effectively support learners in acquiring new vocabulary (Doo, et al., 
2020).  

Similarly, reading comprehension relies heavily on vocabulary 
knowledge and effective reading strategies. The ability to 
comprehend and interpret texts requires learners to possess a strong 
vocabulary foundation, as well as skills such as predicting, inferring, 
summarizing, and analyzing textual information. Scaffolding 
techniques can be utilized to support learners in navigating and 
comprehending texts, guiding them through the reading process and 
promoting deeper understanding. (Davin & Donato, 2013). 
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Although previous studies have examined the effectiveness of 
scaffolding in various learning environments, a crucial gap remains in 
understanding how symmetrical and asymmetrical scaffolding 
compare in influencing vocabulary acquisition and reading 
comprehension specifically for Iraqi EFL learners. This study aims to 
bridge this gap by investigating the impact of both scaffolding 
approaches on these crucial language skills among Iraqi EFL 
learners. 

 Literature Review 
Theoretical Framework 
This study's theoretical foundation rests on Vygotsky's 

Sociocultural Theory (SCT). SCT emphasizes that learning occurs 
not solely through individual cognition, but rather through dynamic 
interactions within social and cultural contexts (Kusumawati, 2018). 
Previous language acquisition research often prioritizes isolated 
cognitive processes, neglecting the broader social environment 
(Kusumawati, 2018). In contrast, Vygotsky (1978) asserts that social 
interaction forms the very core of communication and learning. He 
argues that individuals learn through social and cultural forces, 
shaped by interactions with others (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky (1978) 
further highlights the pivotal role of context in fostering higher mental 
functions like memory, attention, planning, and problem-solving. SCT 
posits learning as a fundamentally social experience fueled by 
interactions between the learner and their environment (Lantolf & 
Poehner, 2014). This framework aligns with the present study's focus 
on exploring how different scaffolding types impact EFL learners' 
vocabulary and reading comprehension within their social context. 

Symmetrical and Asymmetrical Scaffolding 
Scaffolding, or temporary support, helps learners overcome 

challenges when encountering new tasks or concepts (De Guerrero 
& Villamil, 2000; Gibbons, 2002; Cooper & Robinson, 2014). This 
support can take various forms, like guidance, explanations, or 
additional resources. Two main scaffolding approaches exist: 
symmetrical and asymmetrical. 

Symmetrical scaffolding involves dividing lessons into 
manageable units, allowing learners to master new skills 
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progressively (Wachyunni, 2015). In contrast, asymmetrical 
scaffolding utilizes heterogeneous groups, where learners of varying 
abilities support each other. Proponents of this approach highlight its 
advantages, such as improved performance for less proficient 
learners through guidance from their peers (Belland & Richardson, 
2008). However, concerns exist about potential negative impacts on 
lower-proficiency students, citing decreased psychological safety and 
behavioral changes due to the mixed group composition (Hawkes, 
2012). 

Role of Vocabulary in Language Learning 
Despite being the cornerstone of language, vocabulary often gets 

sidelined in language learning and teaching, overshadowed by other 
components (Zimmerman, 1998). This neglect might stem from the 
misconception that L2 vocabulary acquisition happens naturally 
(Alqahtani, 2015; Linderholm et al., 2014). Additionally, linguists 
traditionally prioritized syntax and morphology as more relevant to 
language science and pedagogy, further minimizing vocabulary's 
perceived importance (Zimmerman, 1998). These misunderstandings 
have led to inadequate vocabulary development in learners, 
hindering natural expression and writing (Grasparil & Hernandez, 
2015). Thankfully, recent years have witnessed a renewed focus on 
vocabulary, with learners, teachers, material writers, institutions, and 
others recognizing its crucial role in language acquisition and 
proficiency. 

The Importance of L2 Reading Comprehension 
Reading stands as a vital skill in both foreign language (FL) and 

second language (L2) learning, particularly in academic settings 
where learners ‘read to learn’ (Farhangi & Izanlu, 2015). Beyond 
merely boosting academic achievement, reading unlocks a treasure 
trove of benefits for personal growth and enjoyment. 

Research by Park (2020) highlights how reading fosters both 
pleasure and self-confidence in learners, while simultaneously 
reducing emotional and performance-related anxieties. Rebuck 
(2015) echoes this, suggesting that reading individuals experience 
heightened self-esteem and improved skills in planning and decision-
making. Mogae (2023) further emphasizes how reading enhances 
critical thinking and promotes a deeper understanding of oneself and 



Investigating the Effect of Symmetrical Scaffolding and Asymmetrical Scaffolding ……………..……………. (33) 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

ISSN 1997-6208 Print 
ISSN 2664 - 4355 Online 

 

The Islamic University College Journal 
No. 80 : Part 2 

December 2024 A.D  J. al-Akhirah 1446 A.H 

 

the world around them. This journey, in turn, sets the stage for 
lifelong learning. 

Reading's impact extends further, empowering learners to 
expand their knowledge base and develop values. This, as Mogae 
(2023) suggests, shapes individuals into critical thinkers who can 
transcend their own limitations. Moreover, research by Catts (2022) 
demonstrates that reading strengthens cognitive abilities like 
language and literacy, vocabulary knowledge, listening 
comprehension, and even attention and curiosity. On a broader 
scale, reading broadens learners' perspectives and choices, 
empowering them to refine their learning skills, achieve higher 
grades, and ultimately, excel academically (Guthrie, 2008; 
Shoebottom, 2015).  

The benefits of reading transcend academic success, enriching 
personal development, and fostering pleasure (Bassiri, 2012 as cited 
in Abdul-Majeed, 2015). Rebuck (2015) and Carter-Jones (2015) 
both emphasize the positive impact reading has on self-esteem, 
critical thinking skills, and self-awareness.  

Empirical Studies 
Studies have explored the fascinating world of scaffolding and its 

impact on how EFL learners conquer the challenge of reading 
comprehension. Early research, like Poorahmadi's (2009) work with 
Iranian female students, demonstrated the clear advantage of using 
supplementary materials as scaffolding to boost reading skills 
compared to traditional methods. However, the journey doesn't end 
there. Baleghizadeh et al. (2010) investigated whether grouping 
students with similar abilities (symmetrical scaffolding) or mixed 
abilities (asymmetrical scaffolding) led to better outcomes.  

Moving beyond symmetrical scaffolding, Abdul-Majeed and 
Muhammad (2015) and Khosravi (2017) reaffirmed the positive 
impact of scaffolding on reading comprehension, with both college 
students and advanced learners experiencing significant 
improvements. 

However, the power of scaffolding extends beyond traditional 
teacher-led learning. Kusumawati (2018) demonstrated the 
effectiveness of structured learning support (scaffolding) in improving 
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reading and writing skills in mechanical engineering students, 
highlighting its broader applicability. 

Ajabshir and Panahifar (2020) took things a step further, 
exploring the potential of peer-mediated scaffolding through 
collaborative dialogue. Their findings were striking: students engaged 
in collaborative dialogue outperformed those receiving traditional 
teacher-led instruction, and interestingly, asymmetrical pairs with 
mixed abilities even outshone their symmetrical counterparts.  

Scaffolding is a powerful tool for enhancing EFL reading 
comprehension. While symmetrical approaches hold merit, the 
potential of asymmetrical groups and peer-mediated learning should 
not be overlooked. As each learner is unique, the most effective 
scaffolding strategy may vary depending on the context and 
individual needs. The following research questions were posed in 
order to address the objectives of this study:  

 RQ1. Does symmetrical scaffolding have any significant effect 
on Iraqi EFL learners’ vocabulary development and reading 
comprehension?  

 RQ2. Does asymmetrical scaffolding have any significant 
effect on Iraqi EFL learners’ vocabulary development and 
reading comprehension? 

 RQ3. Which scaffolding, symmetrical or asymmetrical, has a 
more significant effect on the reading comprehension and 
vocabulary development of Iraqi EFL learners? 

Methodology 
Design of the Study 
In the present study, a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design 

was employed to investigate the impact of scaffolding strategies on 
language learning outcomes. The design involved three distinct 
groups: the symmetrical scaffolding group (SSG), the asymmetrical 
scaffolding group (ASG), and the control group (CG). In this quasi-
experimental pretest-posttest design, the goal was to examine the 
differential impact of symmetrical scaffolding, asymmetrical 
scaffolding, and no scaffolding on language learning outcomes. 
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Participants 
The current research was carried out among 60 male and female 

learners attending three language institutes located in Bagdad, Iraq. 
They were selected from a total pool of 74 learners who passed the 
language proficiency test. The participants were randomly divided 
into three groups. The groups included symmetrical scaffolding group 
(SSG), asymmetrical scaffolding group (ASG), and control group 
(CG). The learners in the symmetrical scaffolding group (SSG) 
included 20 learners whose scores on the Oxford Placement Test 
were not different by more than one standard deviation; members of 
the asymmetrical scaffolding group (ASG) consisted of 20 learners 
whose scores differed from others by more than one standard 
deviation, and the participants in the control group (CG) were 20 
learners randomly assigned.  

Instruments 
The following instruments were utilized in the study : 
Language Proficiency Test 
The Quick Placement Test (QPT), developed in 2001 by Oxford 

University Press and the University of Cambridge Local 
Examinations Syndicate, served as our tool for assessing 
participants' English language proficiency in this study. This multiple-
choice test, designed to take 30 minutes, evaluates listening, 
reading, and grammar through 60 questions. By administering the 
QPT, we aimed to establish a baseline understanding of the 
participants' English language abilities. 

Vocabulary Pretest and Posttest  
To measure the effectiveness of the instruction, the researcher 

designed two vocabulary tests, a pretest and a posttest. Each 20-
question multiple-choice test assessed the participants' 
understanding of learned vocabulary words. The posttest, similar to 
the pretest, aimed to gauge vocabulary gain. Each question 
presented an incomplete sentence with four answer choices (a, b, c, 
d) for the missing word. 

The vocabulary selection drew inspiration from "English 
Vocabulary in Use" by McCarthy and O'Dell (2012), a common 
vocabulary learning resource. The researcher prioritized words 
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deemed crucial for learners to know and understand. Multiple-choice 
questions were chosen due to their focus and clear answer options 
compared to open-ended formats like fill-in-the-blank (Popham, 
2008). This format facilitates precise vocabulary knowledge 
assessment. 

To ensure test reliability, a pilot study involving 20 EFL learners 
was conducted. The purpose was to evaluate the test's consistency 
in measuring vocabulary knowledge. Cronbach's alpha, a common 
reliability measure, yielded satisfactory results of .71 and .78 for the 
pretest and posttest, respectively. Additionally, item analysis 
assessed the difficulty level and effectiveness of each question in 
discriminating between participants' knowledge levels. 

Reading Comprehension Pretest and Posttest 
The reading comprehension pretest consisted of two passages 

about the Great Barrier Reef and the importance of exercise, each 
followed by ten multiple-choice questions. The test was in a multiple-
choice format, where each question had four options to choose from. 
Test-takers had to select the correct answer from the given options. 
The passages were relatively short and contained three paragraphs. 
The source of the passages was the internet.  

The level of difficulty of the passages was determined based on 
several factors, including the complexity of vocabulary, sentence 
structure, and overall readability of the passage. 

1. Complexity of vocabulary: The difficulty of the vocabulary used 
in the passages plays a crucial role in assessing the reading 
comprehension skills of learners. Passages for pretests and 
posttests were carefully selected to include words that 
challenged the learners' understanding and required them to 
make use of their vocabulary knowledge.  

2. Sentence structure: The sentence structure of the passages 
was another important consideration when determining the 
level of difficulty. The pretests and posttests included 
sentences of varying lengths and complexity, such as simple, 
compound, and complex sentences. 

3. Readability: The overall readability of the passage was also 
taken into account when determining the difficulty level. 
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Readability refers to how easy or difficult a text is to read and 
comprehend. Factors such as sentence length, paragraph 
structure, use of cohesive devices, and clarity of expression 
contribute to the readability of a passage.  

Determining the precise difficulty level of a passage is not an 
exact science and involves a certain degree of subjectivity. However, 
by considering the complexity of vocabulary, sentence structure, and 
overall readability, the researcher selected pretests and posttests 
that provided an assessment of learners' reading comprehension 
skills. 

A similar version of the test was used as posttest in this study. 
This test consisted of two passages, each followed by a series of 
multiple-choice questions. Passage 1 focused on The Benefits of 
Exercise, while Passage 2 discussed The Importance of Sleep. The 
questions in both passages required an understanding of the 
information presented in the passages and also required some 
inference or critical thinking skills. 

Procedures 
Before initiating the main study, the pilot study was administered 

to evaluate the feasibility and effectiveness of the vocabulary and 
reading comprehension tests before implementing it on a larger 
scale. Firstly, a diverse group of 20 students from different 
proficiency levels were selected. Before administering the test, clear 
instructions to the students explaining the purpose and format of the 
test were provided. During the pilot study, the researcher closely 
observed the students' engagement, noting any difficulties they 
encountered or questions they found challenging. 

To assess learners' proficiency levels, the Optimal Proficiency 
Test (OPT) was administered. Participants were then randomly 
divided into three groups: two experimental groups receiving different 
scaffolding approaches and a control group learning through 
traditional methods. 

Before the experiment, all participants took vocabulary and 
reading pretests. In the experimental groups, instructors explained 
collaboration rules, emphasizing complementary roles, idea 
generation, and active listening. Each session dedicated 30 minutes 
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to collaborative work, while all groups covered the same reading 
tasks and vocabulary exercises within eight sessions. This ensured a 
consistent learning experience across groups. 

The experimental groups were given the opportunity to work 
collaboratively on assigned tasks during the eight sessions of the 
study. However, the way in which the learners were grouped differed 
between the two experimental groups. In the asymmetrical class, the 
learners were grouped together to work collaboratively. Learners who 
were more proficient in English were paired with those who had lower 
proficiency levels. The more proficient learners could provide 
guidance, explanations, or assistance to their partners as they 
worked on tasks together. 

On the other hand, the control group received traditional 
instruction, which typically involved individual learning and teacher-
centered instruction. This means that learners in the control group 
did not have the opportunity to work collaboratively or receive 
scaffolding support during the study. For example , they engaged in 
activities such as completing worksheets or exercises independently 
, listening to the teacher's lectures, or participating in teacher-guided 
discussions as a whole class. Collaborative work and scaffolding 
support were not implemented in the control group, as it aimed to 
provide a point of comparison to evaluate the impact of collaborative 
learning and scaffolding in the experimental groups. 

 Results 
Table 1 shows the results of pretests for vocabulary and reading 

comprehension skills for three different groups: symmetrical 
scaffolding (SSG), asymmetrical scaffolding (ASG), and a control 
group (CG). 

Table 1.   
Descriptive statistics of the three groups of the study on 

vocabulary and reading pretests 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Vocabulary 
Pretest 

SSG 20 3 9 8.45 1.69 

ASG 20 4 8 7.55 1.64 

CG 20 4 8 7.50 1.77 
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Reading 
Pretest 

SSG 20 5 10 6.25 2.49 

ASG 20 5 9 6.10 2.15 

CG 20 6 10 7.65 2.33 
 

The data shows that the learners in all three groups (SSG, ASG, 
and CG) scored similarly on the vocabulary pretest, with mean 
scores around 7.50 and standard deviations around 1.70. The 
learners in the SSG group had a slightly wider range of scores on the 
vocabulary pretest, as indicated by their higher standard deviation. 

On the reading pretest, the learners in the CG group scored 
slightly higher than the learners in the other two groups, with a mean 
score of 7.65 compared to 6.25 for the SSG group and 6.10 for the 
ASG group. The learners in the SSG group also had a wider range of 
scores on the reading pretest, as indicated by their higher standard 
deviation. Then, the participants’ scores on posttest were calculated 
and are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. 
Descriptive statistics of the three groups of the study on 

vocabulary and reading posttests 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Vocabulary 
Posttest 

SSG 20 12 20 16.35 4.54 

ASG 20 14 20 18.85 3.93 

CG 20 7 13 10.15 2.72 

Reading 
Posttest 

SSG 20 13 20 15.85 4.03 

ASG 20 15 20 17.75 4.33 

CG 20 8 14 10.05 3.69 
 

The post-test results painted a contrasting picture of vocabulary 
and reading mastery across the groups. While all groups improved, 
the SSG and ASG soared with wider score ranges and impressive 
average scores, hovering around 16.35 and 18.85 for vocabulary and 
15.85 and 17.75 for reading, respectively. Their diverse performance 
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reflected in larger standard deviations, hinted at individual learning 
journeys within these groups. 

In order to answer the first research question of the study in 
finding whether symmetrical scaffolding has any significant effect on 
Iraqi EFL learners’ vocabulary development and reading 
comprehension, two paired sample t-tests were performed between 
the scores of SSG on the pretest and posttest. 

Table 3. 
Paired sample t-tests between the scores of SSG on the 

pretest and posttest 
 Paired Differences t df Sig.  
 Mea

n 
Std. 

Deviatio
n 

Std. 
Error 
Mea

n 

95% 
Confidence 

Interval of the 
Difference 

   

Lowe
r 

Uppe
r 

Pai
r 1 

Vocabular
y Posttest- 
Vocabular
y Pretest 

7.90
0 1.987 .336 6.174 7.540 20.41

3 
1
9 

.00
0 

Pai
r 2 

Reading 
Posttest- 
Reading 
Pretest 

9.60
0 1.215 .222 1.163 2.071 7.285 1

9 
.00
0 

 

The post-test results reveal remarkable progress for the SSG 
group in both vocabulary and reading. On average, participants 
improved their vocabulary scores by 7.90 points (with some 
individual variation), and their reading comprehension by a 
staggering 9.60 points! These improvements are statistically 
significant, meaning they're unlikely due to chance. This strongly 
suggests that symmetrical scaffolding has a significant effect on Iraqi 
EFL learners' vocabulary development and reading comprehension. 

In order to answer the second research question of the study in 
finding whether asymmetrical scaffolding has any significant effect on 
Iraqi EFL learners’ vocabulary development and reading 
comprehension, two paired sample t-tests were performed between 
the scores of ASG on the pretest and post-test. 



Investigating the Effect of Symmetrical Scaffolding and Asymmetrical Scaffolding ……………..……………. (41) 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

ISSN 1997-6208 Print 
ISSN 2664 - 4355 Online 

 

The Islamic University College Journal 
No. 80 : Part 2 

December 2024 A.D  J. al-Akhirah 1446 A.H 

 

Table 4. 
Paired sample t-tests between the scores of ASG on the 

pretest and posttest 
 Paired Differences t df Sig

.  
 Me

an 
Std. 

Devia
tion 

Std. 
Error 
Mean 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 

   

Lower Upper 
Pair 

1 
Vocabulary 
Posttest- 

Vocabulary 
Pretest 

11.
10 

3.022
71 

.5518
7 

13.504
63 

15.7620
3 

26.51
6 

1
9 

.00
0 

Pair 
2 

Reading 
Posttest- 
Reading 
Pretest 

11.
65 

1.907
03 

.3481
8 

9.1545
7 

10.5787
7 

18.33
8 

1
9 

.00
0 

Average improvement of 11.10 points with a high degree of 
statistical significance (p < 0.001). This means, on average, learners 
in the ASG group scored 11.10 points higher on the vocabulary post-
test compared to the pre-test. Average improvement of 11.65 points 
with statistically significant evidence (p < 0.001). Similar to 
vocabulary, the ASG group showed a substantial increase in reading 
comprehension on the post-test. These results strongly suggest that 
asymmetrical scaffolding effectively boosted both vocabulary and 
reading skills for ASG learners. They likely benefited from learning 
from and alongside peers with different strengths and weaknesses, 
fostering collaboration and knowledge exchange.  

To answer whether symmetrical or asymmetrical scaffolding 
offers a greater advantage for Iraqi EFL learners in reading 
comprehension and vocabulary development, a two-way ANOVA 
was conducted. This statistical test compared the scores of 
participants across three groups: the Asymmetrical Scaffolding 
Group (ASG), the Symmetrical Scaffolding Group (SSG), and the 
Control Group (CG). 

Firstly, the scores on the dependent variables (reading 
comprehension and vocabulary development) were measured on a 
continuous scale, satisfying the "level of measurement" assumption. 
Secondly, the participants were randomly selected from the target 
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population, upholding the "random sampling" assumption. Thirdly, the 
data points were independent of each other, meaning each 
participant's score wasn't influenced by others, fulfilling the 
"independence of observations" assumption. Finally, Levene's test 
confirmed that the variances of scores were similar across the groups, 
satisfying the "homogeneity of variance" assumption. Table 5. 

Table 5. 
Tests of between-subjects effects for the participants’ 

scores on the vocabulary and reading posttests 
Source Type III 

Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. Partial 
Eta 

Squared 
Corrected 

Model 
1622.6a 7 231.8 87.9 .000 .762 

Intercept 437954.4 1 437954.4 1.662 .000 .999 
Scaffolding 1285.2 1 1285.2 487.7 .000 .718 

Tests * 
Scaffolding 

6.1 3 2.01 .766 .000 .212 

Error 506.0 57 2.61    
Total 440083.0 60     

Corrected Total 2128.6 59     
a. R Squared = .762 (Adjusted R Squared = .754)    

 

The model significantly explains the variance in the data (F-value = 
87.9, p-value <.000), meaning it's unlikely due to chance. The model 
explains a large portion of the variance in scores (76.2%), with 
scaffolding types alone accounting for 71.8%. This indicates a strong 
effect of scaffolding on both vocabulary and reading comprehension. 
Further analysis (Scheffe post-hoc test) will identify specific 
differences between the three groups (ASG, SSG, and CG) in Table 6. 

Table 6. 
Scheffe post-hoc test 
 (I) 

Scaffolding 
(J) 

Tests 
Mean 

Difference 
(I-J) 

Std. 
Error 

Sig. 95% Confidence 
Interval 

Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Vocabulary 
ASG SSG 2.50 * 3.46 .03 2.68 4.36 

CG 3.70 * 2.26 .01 1.72 3.40 

SSG ASG 1.42* 3.22 .03 .58 2.26 
CG 6.20** 2.83 .00 -.38 1.30 
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CG ASG 3.70* 3.30 .01 -2.26 -.57 
SSG 6.20** 3.71 .00 -1.80 -.12 

 
Reading 

ASG SSG 1.90* 3.13 .03 .966 .83 
CG 3.90* 4.52 .01 .76 .30 

SSG ASG 1.90* 3.89 .03 .86 .71 
CG 5.80** 3.46 .00 .98 .13 

CG ASG 3.90* 2.26 .01 .28 .52 
SSG 5.80** 3.22 .00 .63 .89 
Based on observed means. 

 The error term is Mean Square(Error) = 2.635. 
**. The mean difference is significant at the .01 level. 
*. The mean difference is significant at the .05 level. 

 

As Table 6 displays, significant differences were found in mean 
scores between these groups, indicating that the scaffolding type 
(ASG, SSG, or CG) had a significant impact on the scores. 
Specifically, the ASG group consistently scored the highest on both 
vocabulary and reading post-tests compared to the SSG and CG 
groups. In simpler terms, the study found that asymmetrical 
scaffolding (ASG) was the most effective approach for improving 
vocabulary and reading comprehension, followed by symmetrical 
scaffolding and then the control group. 

Discussion 
This study explored how symmetrical and asymmetrical 

scaffolding impacted Iraqi EFL learners' vocabulary development and 
reading comprehension. Results revealed a significant positive effect 
of symmetrical scaffolding on both vocabulary and reading 
comprehension. Compared to other groups, participants who 
received symmetrical scaffolding showed remarkable improvement in 
their scores. This suggests that the approach effectively supported 
learners in expanding their vocabulary and enhancing their 
understanding of reading materials. 

The success of symmetrical scaffolding can be attributed to its 
creation of an inclusive and supportive learning environment. This 
fosters a sense of encouragement and empowers learners to actively 
engage in the learning process. 

The instructional support provided to learners may include 
various strategies such as explicit vocabulary instruction, modeling of 
vocabulary usage in context, guided practice activities, and 
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opportunities for meaningful vocabulary application. By providing 
symmetrical scaffolding, educators ensure that all learners have 
equal access to educational resources, support, and opportunities for 
language development. This approach promotes collaboration 
among learners and fosters a sense of shared responsibility for each 
other's language learning progress. 

The finding of a significant improvement in vocabulary 
development and reading comprehension with symmetrical 
scaffolding is supported by previous research. For example, Smith 
(2018) demonstrated that symmetrical scaffolding had a positive 
impact on vocabulary acquisition in EFL learners. 

Previous studies have shown that scaffolding techniques, 
whether symmetrical or asymmetrical, can be effective in enhancing 
vocabulary development among EFL learners. For example, Ahmed's 
(2017) study on Arabic-speaking EFL learners in a Saudi Arabian 
context found that symmetrical scaffolding significantly improved 
vocabulary knowledge. Research studies have also highlighted the 
positive impact of scaffolding on EFL learners' reading 
comprehension skills.  

The second research question investigated the impact of 
asymmetrical scaffolding on Iraqi EFL learners' vocabulary 
development and reading comprehension. Just like in the 
symmetrical group, the results were promising! Both vocabulary and 
reading comprehension scores for the asymmetrical scaffolding 
group significantly improved between the pre-test and post-test. This 
suggests that even when working with peers of different proficiency 
levels, the support and guidance provided through asymmetrical 
scaffolding effectively enhanced learners' vocabulary knowledge and 
reading comprehension abilities. 

The asymmetrical scaffolding provided learners with differentiated 
support tailored to their specific needs, leading to improved vocabulary 
and reading comprehension skills. Asymmetrical scaffolding 
recognizes that learners have different levels of prior knowledge, skills, 
and learning styles and, therefore, require different types and levels of 
support to achieve their learning goals. In the context of vocabulary 
and reading comprehension skills, asymmetrical scaffolding might 
involve providing learners with a range of resources and strategies 
that are tailored to their specific needs. 
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In line with these findings, Smith (2017) showed that the higher 
mean score in the ASG condition compared to SSG and CG 
suggests that the use of personalized scaffolding tailored to 
individual learners' needs may have contributed to better vocabulary 
performance.  

The third research question of the study aimed to find which 
scaffolding type has a more significant effect on the reading 
comprehension and vocabulary development of Iraqi EFL learners. 
The results of the two-way ANOVA, showing that the asymmetrical 
scaffolding group consistently had the highest mean differences in 
both vocabulary and reading posttests, indicate that the asymmetrical 
scaffolding type had a more significant effect on the reading 
comprehension and vocabulary development of Iraqi EFL learners. 

These findings align with research that emphasizes the benefits 
of individualized support in vocabulary instruction, as it allows 
learners to focus on specific areas of weakness and receive targeted 
assistance (Nation, 2013). The higher mean score in the ASG 
condition compared to SSG and CG suggests that the 
implementation of personalized scaffolding may have positively 
influenced reading comprehension outcomes (Gambrell et al., 2011). 

This study echoes the positive findings of earlier research. Both 
Abdul-Majeed & Muhammad (2015) and Khosravi (2017) highlighted 
the benefits of scaffolding for reading comprehension, aligning with 
our findings on both symmetrical and asymmetrical scaffolding's 
positive impact on Iraqi EFL learners' vocabulary and reading skills. 

Our results resonate with Aysheh et al. (2022) study on 
negotiation skills in EFL learners under different scaffolding patterns. 
While they found a link between negotiation styles and scaffolding 
type, both our study and theirs emphasize a sense of fairness and 
collaboration regardless of the specific approach. 

Similar to Poorahmadi (2010), this study demonstrates the value 
of scaffolding strategies in boosting reading comprehension for EFL 
learners. We discovered that both symmetrical and asymmetrical 
scaffolding positively impact vocabulary development and reading 
skills.  This study aligns with Kusumawati (2018) findings on the 
effectiveness of scaffolding learning for English proficiency 
development. Additionally, we acknowledge Ajabshir & Panahifar 
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(2020) work on scaffolding and collaborative dialogue's impact on 
speech acts, particularly highlighting the benefits of peer-mediated 
learning and asymmetrical proficiency scaffolding in developing 
pragmatic skills. Overall, while there may be some variations and 
differences in specific contexts and outcomes across the mentioned 
studies, there is general support for the positive effects of scaffolding 
strategies on vocabulary development and reading comprehension 
skills among EFL learners. These previous studies suggest that both 
symmetrical and asymmetrical scaffolding approaches have the 
potential to support vocabulary development and reading 
comprehension skills among EFL learners. 

Conclusion 
This study aimed to explore the effects of symmetrical scaffolding 

and asymmetrical scaffolding on Iraqi EFL learners’ vocabulary 
development as well as their reading comprehension. Symmetrical 
scaffolding involves providing learners with equal support and 
assistance throughout the learning process. This approach can be 
beneficial for learners who require consistent guidance and structure. 
It allows learners to gradually build their skills and knowledge in a 
balanced manner. On the other hand, asymmetrical scaffolding 
involves tailoring the support provided to individual learners based on 
their specific needs and abilities. This approach allows for more 
personalized instruction, focusing on areas where learners require 
more assistance. It can be particularly effective for learners with 
different levels of proficiency or varying strengths and weaknesses. 

This study sheds light on the impact of scaffolding strategies for 
Iraqi EFL learners, revealing that both symmetrical and asymmetrical 
approaches significantly benefit vocabulary development and reading 
comprehension. Further, exploring negotiation styles in small groups 
utilizing different scaffolding patterns demonstrated increased 
language function usage in the asymmetrical group. This emphasizes 
the value of individualization and tailoring support to learners' unique 
needs and strengths. 

Additionally, the study suggests that learners in both groups 
experienced high levels of equality and mutuality in their interactions, 
irrespective of the scaffolding approach employed. This emphasizes 
the collaborative and supportive nature of the scaffolding process, 
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fostering a positive learning environment for all learners. The findings 
of this study are in line with previous research that emphasizes the 
positive effects of scaffolding on language development. They 
support the notion that scaffolding strategies can effectively enhance 
vocabulary development and reading comprehension abilities among 
EFL learners. Ultimately, the choice between symmetrical and 
asymmetrical scaffolding depends on the specific needs and 
preferences of the EFL learners. It is important for educators to 
assess their student's individual requirements and adapt their 
teaching strategies accordingly to maximize the effectiveness of 
vocabulary and reading comprehension instruction. 

This study's findings resonate with both EFL teachers and 
learners, offering valuable insights for vocabulary development and 
reading comprehension. Recognizing the diverse needs and abilities 
within any classroom, teachers can now confidently utilize both 
symmetrical and asymmetrical scaffolding approaches. This 
empowers teachers to tailor support to individual learners, ensuring 
an inclusive and effective learning environment. Additionally, learners 
are encouraged to embrace both approaches, understanding the 
unique strengths each offers in their learning journey. By actively 
participating in collaborative settings and recognizing their individual 
preferences, learners can maximize the benefits of scaffolding. 
Finally, syllabus designers are equipped to integrate flexible 
scaffolding strategies into lesson plans, ensuring targeted support 
throughout the learning process. Ultimately, this study empowers 
various stakeholders within the EFL community to harness the power 
of scaffolding for enhanced learning outcomes. 

EFL teachers can incorporate both symmetrical and 
asymmetrical scaffolding strategies in their instruction to cater to the 
diverse needs and abilities of their learners. This can involve 
providing explicit instruction, modeling, and guided practice, as well 
as personalizing support based on individual learner profiles. 
Teachers can create a classroom environment that promotes 
collaborative learning and interaction. By encouraging learners to 
engage in meaningful negotiation and cooperative tasks, teachers 
can facilitate the development of language skills and comprehension 
abilities. Teachers should explicitly communicate the benefits and 
strengths of different scaffolding patterns to their learners. By making 



(48) ………………………….. Investigating the Effect of Symmetrical Scaffolding and Asymmetrical Scaffolding 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

ISSN 1997-6208 Print 
ISSN 2664 - 4355 Online 

 

The Islamic University College Journal 
No. 80 : Part 2 

December 2024 A.D  J. al-Akhirah 1446 A.H 

 

learners aware of these techniques, teachers can foster 
metacognitive awareness and empower learners to take an active 
role in their own language development. 

Learners can take responsibility for their own learning by 
recognizing their strengths and weaknesses and leveraging 
appropriate scaffolding strategies. They can develop self-regulation 
skills by actively seeking assistance and support from their teachers 
and peers when necessary. Learners should embrace collaborative 
learning experiences where they can engage in negotiation and 
cooperative interactions with their classmates. This allows for the 
exchange of ideas, the development of critical-thinking skills, and the 
enhancement of language proficiency. Learners should appreciate 
and embrace the different scaffolding approaches employed by their 
teachers. By recognizing the benefits of both symmetrical and 
asymmetrical scaffolding, learners can actively participate in activities 
designed to meet their individual needs and optimize their learning 
outcomes. 

Syllabus designers should consider the explicit inclusion of 
scaffolding techniques in EFL curricula. This ensures that vocabulary 
development and reading comprehension are addressed through a 
range of scaffolding strategies, catering to the diverse needs and 
abilities of learners. Syllabus designers should recognize the 
importance of context-specific implementation of scaffolding 
strategies. They should adapt and tailor scaffolding techniques to fit 
the particular linguistic and cultural contexts in which learners are 
situated. Syllabus designers should promote ongoing professional 
development opportunities for EFL teachers, focusing on equipping 
them with the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively 
implement scaffolding strategies in their classrooms. This can ensure 
sustained and effective utilization of scaffolding techniques across 
different EFL teaching contexts. 
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