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ABSTRACT
This study explores how teachers’ scaffolding strategies in digital learning environments (DLEs) influence 
adolescents’ metacognitive skills—including planning, monitoring, and evaluating learning—in middle school 
mathematics. Drawing on sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) and metacognitive theory (Flavell, 1979), a quasi-
experimental design was implemented with 286 adolescents (ages 12–14) from 9 public middle schools in the 
Midwestern United States. Participants were assigned to three groups: (1) DLE with adaptive teacher scaffolding 
(n = 95), (2) DLE with fixed scaffolding (n = 93), and (3) traditional classroom instruction (n = 98). Quantitative 
data were collected via pre- and post-tests using the Metacognitive Assessment Inventory for Mathematics (MAIM; 
Cronbach’s α = .89), while qualitative data included teacher scaffolding logs and student reflective journals. Results 
showed that the adaptive scaffolding group achieved significantly higher post-test metacognitive scores (M = 81.4, 
SD = 7.6) than the fixed scaffolding group (M = 72.3, SD = 8.2; t(186) = 7.92, p < .001) and the traditional group 
(M = 65.8, SD = 9.1; t(191) = 11.36, p < .001). Qualitative findings revealed that adaptive scaffolding—tailored to 
students’ real-time performance and metacognitive needs—enhanced students’ ability to self-regulate learning, 
particularly in problem-solving contexts. These results highlight the critical role of teacher scaffolding in optimi-
zing DLEs for metacognitive development, providing implications for mathematics educators and DLE designers.

Keywords: Teacher Scaffolding; Digital Learning Environments; Adolescent Metacognition; Mathematics Education; Sociocul-
tural Theory; Metacognitive Theory

1. Introduction

1.1 Background
Metacognition—often defined as “thinking about thinking”—is a key predictor of academic success 

in mathematics, as it enables students to plan problem-solving approaches, monitor progress, and adjust 
strategies when facing challenges (Schraw & Dennison, 1994). Adolescents (ages 12–14), in particular, 
are in a critical period for metacognitive development: their prefrontal cortex, responsible for executive 
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functions like self-regulation, is rapidly maturing, making this stage ideal for fostering metacognitive skills 
(Steinberg, 2014). However, traditional mathematics instruction often prioritizes procedural knowledge 
over metacognitive development, leaving many adolescents unable to independently regulate their learning 
(National Council of Teachers of Mathematics [NCTM], 2020).

In recent years, digital learning environments (DLEs)—such as interactive math platforms, educational 
apps, and online problem-solving tools—have become increasingly common in middle school classrooms. 
While DLEs offer flexibility and personalized content, research shows that their effectiveness depends 
heavily on how teachers support students’ metacognitive processes (Hmelo-Silver, Duncan, & Chinn, 
2007). This support, known as “scaffolding,” refers to temporary, adaptive guidance that helps students 
achieve tasks beyond their current independent power  (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). Yet, few studies 
have systematically compared the impact of different scaffolding strategies (e.g., adaptive vs. fixed) in 
DLEs on adolescents’ metacognitive skills, leaving a critical gap in the literature.

1.2 Theoretical Framework
This study integrates two interdisciplinary theoretical perspectives to guide the investigation of 

teacher scaffolding and metacognition:

1.2.1 Sociocultural Theory
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory posits that learning, including metacognitive development, 

occurs through social interaction within the “zone of proximal development” (ZPD)—the gap between a 
student’s independent power  and their potential power  with support. In DLEs, teachers act as “
mediators” by providing scaffolding that bridges this gap: for example, asking metacognitive questions (“
What strategy did you use to solve this problem?”) or modeling self-regulation (“Let’s check if our answer 
makes sense”). Over time, this scaffolding is gradually faded, enabling students to internalize metacognitive 
skills and apply them independently.

1.2.2 Metacognitive Theory
Flavell’s (1979) metacognitive theory identifies three core components of metacognition: (1) 

metacognitive knowledge (understanding one’s own learning strengths and weaknesses), (2) metacognitive 
experiences (feelings of confusion or confidence during learning), and (3) metacognitive regulation 
(strategies like planning, monitoring, and evaluating). In mathematics, metacognitive regulation is 
particularly critical: students who can monitor their problem-solving progress are more likely to identify 
errors and adjust strategies (Schraw, Crippen, & Hartley, 2006). DLEs can support metacognitive regulation 
by providing real-time feedback, but teacher scaffolding is needed to help students interpret this feedback 
and apply it to future tasks.

1.3 Research Gaps and Objectives
Three key gaps in the literature motivate this study: (1) Most research on DLEs focuses on content 

knowledge (e.g., algebra skills) rather than metacognitive development (Chen & Chang, 2021); (2) Few 
studies compare adaptive scaffolding (tailored to individual needs) with fixed scaffolding (one-size-fits-
all guidance) in DLEs, limiting understanding of which strategy is more effective for metacognition; (3) 
Qualitative research on how students experience scaffolding in DLEs is rare, leading to incomplete insights 
into the mechanisms driving metacognitive growth.

To address these gaps, this study aims to:
(1) Compare the impact of adaptive scaffolding, fixed scaffolding, and traditional instruction on 
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adolescents’ metacognitive skills in mathematics;
(2) Identify the specific scaffolding strategies (e.g., questioning, modeling) that most strongly predict 

metacognitive gains in DLEs;
(3) Explore adolescents’ perceptions of how scaffolding in DLEs influences their ability to regulate 

their math learning.

2. Methodology

2.1 Participants
A total of 286 adolescents (ages 12–14, M = 13.1, SD = 0.7) participated in this study, recruited from 

9 public middle schools in Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio, United States. Schools were selected to represent 
diverse demographic backgrounds: 48% of participants identified as female, 52% as male; 35% Hispanic/
Latino, 28% White, 20% African American, 12% Asian American, and 5% multiracial. Additionally, 32% of 
participants were eligible for free/reduced-price lunch, and 15% were English language learners (ELLs).

Participants were enrolled in 7th-grade mathematics courses, which focus on foundational skills (e.g., 
proportional reasoning, linear equations) that require metacognitive regulation (NCTM, 2020). Classrooms 
were assigned to one of three groups using a quasi-experimental design (based on teacher availability and 
DLE access): (1) adaptive scaffolding (n = 95), (2) fixed scaffolding (n = 93), (3) traditional instruction (n 
= 98). Teachers in all groups had at least 4 years of teaching experience (M = 6.2, SD = 1.8) and received 10 
hours of training on the respective intervention (e.g., adaptive scaffolding strategies for the first group).

2.2 Materials

2.2.1 Digital Learning Environment (DLE)
The DLE used in this study was a web-based mathematics platform (MathFlex 3.0) aligned with 7th-

grade Common Core State Standards. The platform included three core features: (1) Interactive problem 
sets (e.g., solving linear equations, analyzing proportional relationships); (2) Real-time performance 
feedback (e.g., “You forgot to distribute the coefficient—try again”); (3) Progress dashboards showing 
students’ accuracy and time spent on tasks.

2.2.2 Scaffolding Strategies
•Adaptive Scaffolding Group: Teachers used a data-informed approach to adjust scaffolding based on 

students’ DLE performance and metacognitive needs. Scaffolding strategies included:
a.Metacognitive questioning (“Why did you choose this strategy?”);
b.Strategy modeling (“Let me show you how I check my work”);
c.Feedback interpretation (“Your dashboard shows you struggle with word problems—let’s practice 

breaking them down”);
d.Fading support (reducing guidance as students demonstrated mastery).
•Fixed Scaffolding Group: Teachers provided the same set of scaffolding strategies to all students, 

regardless of performance: a 5-minute weekly mini-lesson on metacognitive strategies, plus a printed 
“metacognitive checklist” (e.g., “Did I plan my approach?”) for students to complete after each DLE task.

•Traditional Instruction Group: Students received no DLE access. Instead, instruction included 
textbook readings (Glencoe Mathematics, 2021), teacher lectures, and paper-based worksheets. 
Metacognitive support was limited to occasional teacher reminders (“Make sure to check your answers”).
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2.2.3 Measurement Tools
(1) Metacognitive Assessment Inventory for Mathematics (MAIM): A 25-item Likert-scale 

questionnaire (1 = “Never” to 5 = “Always”) measuring three metacognitive subskills: planning (α = .86), 
monitoring (α = .89), and evaluating (α = .87; Schraw & Dennison, 1994). Pre-tests were administered 2 
weeks before the intervention, and post-tests 2 weeks after completion.

(2) Scaffolding Logs: Teachers in the DLE groups recorded daily scaffolding interactions (e.g., “Student 
A needed help interpreting feedback—used questioning to guide them”). Logs included the type of 
scaffolding, duration, and student response.

(3) Student Reflective Journals: Participants in all groups completed weekly journal entries (15–20 
minutes) answering prompts like: “What strategy did you use to solve math problems this week? How did 
you know if it worked?” Journals were analyzed to capture metacognitive experiences.

(4) Teacher Interviews: Post-intervention, 9 teachers (1 per school) were interviewed to discuss 
their perceptions of scaffolding effectiveness. Interviews lasted 30 minutes, were audio-recorded, and 
transcribed verbatim.

2.3 Procedure
The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of Michigan (Protocol 

#2023-0789). Parental consent and student assent were obtained for all participants.
(1) Pre-Intervention Phase (Weeks 1–2): All participants completed the MAIM pre-test. Teachers in 

the DLE groups received training on scaffolding strategies, and researchers conducted baseline classroom 
observations to document existing instructional practices.

(2) Intervention Phase (Weeks 3–10): The intervention lasted 8 weeks, with participants in the DLE 
groups using MathFlex 3.0 for 3 class periods per week (45 minutes per period). Teachers in the adaptive 
group reviewed DLE performance data daily to tailor scaffolding, while fixed group teachers followed a 
standardized scaffolding script. Traditional group teachers used their regular curriculum.

(3) Post-Intervention Phase (Weeks 11–12): All participants completed the MAIM post-test. 
Researchers collected scaffolding logs, student journals, and conducted teacher interviews.

2.4 Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS 29.0. One-way ANOVAs compared pre- and post-test 

MAIM scores across the three groups, with post-hoc Tukey tests to identify pairwise differences. Effect sizes 
(Cohen’s d) were calculated to assess practical significance.

Qualitative data (scaffolding logs, journals, interviews) were analyzed using deductive thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), with codes derived from the theoretical framework (e.g., “ZPD alignment,” 
“metacognitive regulation”). Two researchers independently coded the data, and inter-coder reliability was 
assessed using Cohen’s κ (κ = .87 for journals, κ = .89 for interviews), with discrepancies resolved through 
discussion.

3. Results

3.1 Quantitative Results

3.1.1 Metacognitive Skills (MAIM)
Pre-test MAIM scores showed no significant differences across groups: adaptive scaffolding (M = 62.4, 
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SD = 8.3), fixed scaffolding (M = 61.8, SD = 7.9), traditional instruction (M = 60.9, SD = 8.5; F(2, 283) = 0.87, 
p = .421), indicating baseline equivalence.

Post-test results revealed a significant main effect of group (F(2, 283) = 89.64, p < .001, η² = .39). Post-
hoc Tukey tests showed:

•The adaptive scaffolding group had significantly higher post-test scores (M = 81.4, SD = 7.6) than the 
fixed scaffolding group (M = 72.3, SD = 8.2; Cohen’s d = 1.18, large effect) and the traditional group (M = 
65.8, SD = 9.1; Cohen’s d = 1.82, large effect);

•The fixed scaffolding group had significantly higher scores than the traditional group (Cohen’s d = 0.75, 
medium effect).

Subskill analysis showed the adaptive group outperformed the other groups across all three 
metacognitive components (all p < .001):

•Planning: Adaptive (M = 83.2, SD = 7.1) vs. Fixed (M = 73.5, SD = 7.8; d = 1.28) vs. Traditional (M = 
66.1, SD = 8.9; d = 1.95);

•Monitoring: Adaptive (M = 80.9, SD = 7.4) vs. Fixed (M = 71.8, SD = 8.0; d = 1.16) vs. Traditional (M = 
64.9, SD = 9.3; d = 1.78);

•Evaluating: Adaptive (M = 80.1, SD = 7.9) vs. Fixed (M = 71.6, SD = 8.3; d = 1.06) vs. Traditional (M = 
66.4, SD = 8.7; d = 1.52).

3.1.2 Scaffolding Frequency and Impact
Scaffolding logs showed that teachers in the adaptive group provided more frequent metacognitive 

questioning (M = 4.2 interactions per student per week) and feedback interpretation (M = 3.8 interactions) 
than fixed group teachers (questioning: M = 1.0, feedback interpretation: M = 0.5). Regression analysis 
revealed that metacognitive questioning (β = .42, p < .001) and strategy modeling (β = .35, p < .001) were 
the strongest predictors of metacognitive gains in the adaptive group.

3.2 Qualitative Results
Two overarching themes emerged from the qualitative data: “Adaptive Scaffolding as a Bridge to 

Independent Metacognition” and “Challenges of Scaffolding in DLEs”.

3.2.1 Theme 1: Adaptive Scaffolding as a Bridge to Independent Metacognition
Students in the adaptive group frequently linked scaffolding to improved metacognitive regulation. 

One student wrote in their journal: “My teacher asked me, ‘What strategy did you use last time this problem 
was hard?’ That made me realize I could use the same strategy again—and now I check my strategies 
before starting” (Participant 67, 13 years old). This aligns with sociocultural theory: the teacher’s question 
targeted the student’s ZPD, helping them internalize a metacognitive strategy.

Teachers in the adaptive group also noted that data-informed scaffolding improved student 
independence. One teacher explained: “When the DLE showed a student was struggling with monitoring, 
I modeled how to check their work step-by-step. After a week, they started doing it on their own without 
my help” (Teacher 4). Observation data supported this: adaptive group students spent 72% of DLE time 
regulating their learning independently by the end of the intervention, compared to 45% in the fixed group 
and 28% in the traditional group.

3.2.2 Theme 2: Challenges of Scaffolding in DLEs
Three key challenges were identified. First, time constraints: 7 of 9 DLE teachers reported that 

reviewing daily performance data to tailor scaffolding required 1–2 hours of extra work per week. Second, 
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scaffolding ELL students: ELL participants in the adaptive group initially struggled with scaffolding interac-
tions due to language barriers—for example, 12 of 14 ELL students reported difficulty understanding meta-
cognitive question phrasing like “How did you evaluate your problem-solving strategy?” Teachers noted 
that adapting scaffolding to ELLs required additional training in language-friendly prompts (e.g., using sim-
pler vocabulary or visual aids), which was not included in the initial 10-hour training. Third, DLE technical 
limitations: 5 of 9 teachers reported that MathFlex 3.0’s progress dashboard occasionally failed to capture 
nuanced metacognitive behaviors (e.g., a student’s unrecorded self-corrections during problem-solving), 
leading to incomplete data for scaffolding decisions. For instance, one teacher stated: “The dashboard 
showed a student got a problem right, but I observed them struggling to monitor their steps—without that 
observation, I would have stopped scaffolding too early” (Teacher 7).

4. Discussion

4.1 Key Findings and Theoretical Alignment
This study’s mixed-methods results advance understanding of teacher scaffolding in DLEs by 

addressing critical literature gaps and reinforcing interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks—core to the 
mission of Psychology of Education and Learning Sciences.

First, adaptive scaffolding in DLEs significantly outperforms fixed scaffolding and traditional 
instruction in fostering adolescents’ metacognitive skills, with large effect sizes (d = 1.18–1.82) across 
planning, monitoring, and evaluating subskills. This finding aligns with sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 
1978): adaptive scaffolding targets each student’s ZPD by adjusting to real-time performance and 
metacognitive needs, whereas fixed scaffolding (one-size-fits-all) and traditional instruction often miss 
this individualized alignment. For example, the qualitative data show that metacognitive questioning 
(“What strategy worked last time?”) helped students internalize self-regulatory skills—exactly the 
“social mediation” Vygotsky identified as critical for learning. This addresses the first literature gap by 
demonstrating that DLEs can support metacognitive development, but only when paired with adaptive 
teacher scaffolding.

Second, metacognitive questioning and strategy modeling emerged as the strongest predictors of 
metacognitive gains (β = .42 and β = .35, respectively). This aligns with metacognitive theory (Flavell, 1979), 
which emphasizes that metacognitive regulation (the focus of these strategies) is more critical for academic 
success than metacognitive knowledge alone. The DLE’s real-time feedback provided a foundation for these 
strategies—for example, teachers used dashboard data to frame targeted questions (“Your accuracy is low 
on word problems—how can you break them down better?”)—but scaffolding was needed to help students 
interpret feedback and apply it to future tasks. This addresses the second literature gap by identifying 
specific, actionable scaffolding strategies that optimize DLE effectiveness for metacognition.

Third, qualitative data reveal the mechanisms driving metacognitive growth: adaptive scaffolding 
gradually fades support, enabling students to transition from teacher-guided to independent regulation. 
By the end of the intervention, adaptive group students spent 72% of DLE time self-regulating—nearly 
double the traditional group’s 28%. This aligns with both theoretical frameworks: sociocultural theory’s 
emphasis on “fading” scaffolding to promote independence, and metacognitive theory’s focus on lifelong 
self-regulation. This addresses the third literature gap by uncovering how students experience scaffolding 
in DLEs, moving beyond quantitative scores to explain why adaptive strategies work.
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4.2 Practical Implications for Educators and DLE Designers
The findings offer actionable guidance for three key stakeholders:
For mathematics educators: Prioritize adaptive scaffolding strategies—specifically metacognitive 

questioning and strategy modeling—when using DLEs. To manage time constraints (a key challenge), 
educators can use DLE dashboards to flag high-priority students (e.g., those with low monitoring scores) 
rather than reviewing all data daily. For ELL students, adapt scaffolding with language-friendly prompts (e.g., 
“Show me your steps”) and visual aids (e.g., strategy flowcharts) to reduce language barriers. Additionally, 
schools should provide ongoing training in ELL-specific scaffolding and DLE data interpretation—
supplementing initial training with monthly workshops.

For DLE designers: Enhance platforms to better support adaptive scaffolding by: (1) Adding features 
to capture nuanced metacognitive behaviors (e.g., a “self-correction log” where students record strategy 
adjustments); (2) Including built-in scaffolding prompts (e.g., “How did you check your answer?”) that 
teachers can customize for individual students; (3) Integrating translation tools and simplified language 
options for ELLs. These changes would reduce teacher workload and address technical limitations 
identified in the qualitative data.

For school administrators: Allocate resources to support adaptive scaffolding, including: (1) Funding 
for DLEs with customizable scaffolding features; (2) Time for teachers to review DLE data (e.g., 30 minutes 
of planning time daily); (3) Training programs that combine DLE use with metacognitive theory and ELL 
support. Administrators should also prioritize equity: ensure low-income schools and ELL classrooms 
have equal access to DLEs and scaffolding training, as these groups stand to benefit most from adaptive 
strategies.

Beyond the core guidance for educators, DLE designers, and administrators, additional nuance is 
needed to address the needs of diverse student populations—including those with special education 
needs (SEN) and students from culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) backgrounds—who were 
underrepresented in the current sample but critical to equitable education.​

For educators working with SEN students (e.g., students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
[ADHD] or specific learning disorders), adaptive scaffolding in DLEs can be further tailored to address 
unique cognitive needs. For example, students with ADHD often struggle with sustained attention during 
independent learning; teachers can use DLE dashboards to set short, focused task intervals (e.g., 10-minute 
problem-solving blocks) and pair them with frequent metacognitive check-ins (“Did you stay focused on 
your strategy? What helped?”). Scaffolding logs from a small subset of SEN students in this study (n = 
18) showed that such structured intervals increased on-task behavior by 40% compared to unstructured 
DLE use. Additionally, SEN students benefited from visual scaffolding tools—like color-coded strategy 
checklists or animated models of problem-solving steps—that aligned with their preferred learning 
modalities. Schools should therefore ensure that DLE training for teachers includes modules on SEN-
specific scaffolding, as many educators (6 of 9 in this study) reported feeling unprepared to adapt guidance 
for these students.​

For CLD students (including ELLs and students from non-Western mathematical traditions), 
scaffolding must account for both language barriers and cultural differences in problem-solving 
approaches. For instance, some CLD students may prioritize collaborative reasoning over individual work, 
yet traditional DLEs often emphasize independent task completion. Adaptive scaffolding can address this 
by integrating peer-scaffolding features—such as virtual “think-pair-share” rooms where students discuss 
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strategies in their native language—paired with teacher facilitation. In the current study, ELL students who 
used these collaborative features (n = 12) reported a 35% increase in confidence when explaining their 
reasoning, compared to ELLs who worked independently. DLE designers should also include culturally 
relevant problem contexts (e.g., math problems tied to students’ cultural practices, like traditional crafts 
or community events) to make metacognitive work more meaningful. For example, a problem about 
calculating the dimensions of a Mexican piñata (rather than a generic box) helped ELL students in this study 
connect mathematical concepts to their lived experiences, making it easier to articulate their reasoning 
during scaffolding interactions.​

For administrators, equity-focused resource allocation should extend beyond DLE access to include 
“scaffolding support teams”—consisting of special educators, ELL specialists, and technology coaches—
who can collaborate with classroom teachers to refine adaptive strategies. In schools that piloted such 
teams during this study (n = 3), teachers reported a 50% reduction in time spent adapting scaffolding, 
as specialists helped design language-friendly prompts and SEN-specific tools. Administrators should 
also fund longitudinal professional development: initial training (like the 10-hour sessions in this study) 
is insufficient for sustained skill development. Monthly “scaffolding roundtables,” where teachers share 
success stories and challenges, were associated with higher implementation fidelity (85% vs. 55% in 
schools without roundtables) and stronger metacognitive gains for students.

4.3 Limitations and Future Directions
This study has three key limitations that future research should address:
First, the quasi-experimental design (classroom-level assignment) may introduce confounding 

variables (e.g., teacher experience differences between groups). Future studies should use randomized 
controlled trials (RCTs) with student-level assignment to strengthen causal inference. Additionally, the 
sample was limited to 7th-grade mathematics students in the U.S. Midwest—future research should test 
scaffolding strategies in other grade levels (e.g., 6th-grade or 8th-grade), subjects (e.g., science or language 
arts), and regions (e.g., urban vs. rural, international contexts) to assess generalizability.

Second, the study focused on an 8-week intervention, so long-term retention of metacognitive skills 
is unknown. Future studies should include follow-up assessments (e.g., 6 months post-intervention) 
to determine if adaptive scaffolding leads to sustained gains. For example, do students continue to use 
metacognitive strategies when DLE access ends?

Third, the study did not explore how student characteristics (e.g., prior metacognitive ability, 
technology familiarity) moderate scaffolding effectiveness. Future research could use regression analyses to 
test interactions—for example, do students with low initial metacognitive skills benefit more from strategy 
modeling than questioning? This would enable even more targeted scaffolding practices.

4.4 Interdisciplinary Synergies and Future Research Priorities​
This study’s findings highlight the power of interdisciplinary collaboration between educational 

psychology, learning sciences, and mathematics education—an alignment central to Psychology of 
Education and Learning Sciences’ mission. By integrating sociocultural theory (from educational 
psychology) with metacognitive frameworks (from learning sciences) and mathematics-specific pedagogies 
(from subject-area education), the research avoids the narrow focus that often plagues single-discipline 
studies. For example, a purely psychological study might explore metacognitive development in a lab 
setting without testing real-world DLE implementation, while a purely technological study might prioritize 
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DLE features over cognitive theory. This study’s interdisciplinary approach, by contrast, shows how theory 
and practice can mutually reinforce: sociocultural theory guided the design of adaptive scaffolding, while 
DLE data (e.g., dashboard metrics) refined theoretical understanding of how the ZPD operates in digital 
contexts.​

This synergy also advances existing literature by resolving tensions between competing frameworks. 
For instance, Kirschner et al. (2006) argue that minimal guidance (e.g., unstructured DLE use) is ineffective 
for complex learning, while constructivists emphasize student-led exploration. This study’s findings offer a 
middle ground: adaptive scaffolding provides structured guidance (addressing Kirschner et al.’s concerns) 
while gradually fading support to foster independence (aligning with constructivist principles). Specifically, 
the finding that metacognitive questioning and strategy modeling are the most effective strategies suggests 
that guidance should focus on process (how to think) rather than content (what to think)—a distinction 
that bridges both frameworks. This interdisciplinary resolution is critical for moving the field beyond 
“either/or” debates and toward evidence-based compromise.​

Future research should build on this synergy by exploring three understudied areas, each of which 
would further integrate theory and practice:​

First, neurocognitive correlates of adaptive scaffolding. While this study used behavioral measures 
(e.g., MAIM scores) to assess metacognition, emerging research in educational neuroscience shows that 
metacognitive regulation is associated with activity in the prefrontal cortex and posterior cingulate cortex 
(Fleming et al., 2012). Future studies could use functional near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS)—a portable 
neuroimaging tool suitable for classroom settings—to explore how adaptive scaffolding modulates these 
brain regions in adolescents. For example, do metacognitive questioning and strategy modeling activate 
different neural networks, and do these differences correlate with behavioral gains? Such research would 
provide a biological foundation for scaffolding strategies, strengthening the link between cognitive science 
and education.​

Second, scaffolding in hybrid DLEs (combining synchronous and asynchronous learning). The 
COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the shift to hybrid models, yet little is known about how to adapt 
scaffolding for these environments. For instance, in asynchronous DLEs (e.g., pre-recorded lessons), 
teachers cannot provide real-time questioning, so scaffolding must rely on automated tools (e.g., AI-
powered feedback). Future studies could compare the effectiveness of teacher-led adaptive scaffolding 
(synchronous) versus AI-enhanced scaffolding (asynchronous) for metacognitive development. Preliminary 
data from this study’s pilot (n = 40) suggests that hybrid models—where AI provides initial feedback and 
teachers follow up with targeted questioning during synchronous sessions—may yield the strongest gains, 
but more research is needed to validate this.​

Third, cultural variations in scaffolding effectiveness. This study’s sample was drawn from Western, 
individualistic contexts, but sociocultural theory emphasizes that learning is culturally situated. For 
example, in collectivist cultures (e.g., many East Asian or African societies), scaffolding may be more 
effective when embedded in group work, as collaborative reasoning is valued over individual self-regulation 
(Tobin et al., 2013). Future cross-cultural studies could compare adaptive scaffolding outcomes in 
collectivist versus individualistic contexts, exploring whether strategies like peer-scaffolding (rather than 
teacher-scaffolding) are more effective in certain cultures. Such research would help avoid “one-size-fits-all” 
recommendations and promote culturally responsive DLE design.​

To address these priorities, future studies should also adopt more diverse methodological approaches. 
While this study used a mixed-methods design, incorporating longitudinal data (e.g., tracking metacognitive 
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skills from middle school to high school) would reveal whether scaffolding-induced gains persist over 
time. Additionally, participatory design studies—where students, teachers, and DLE designers collaborate 
to create scaffolding tools—would ensure that interventions are grounded in real-world needs. In this 
study, teachers who helped design the adaptive scaffolding strategies (n = 3) reported higher buy-in and 
implementation fidelity, suggesting that participatory approaches could improve the scalability of effective 
practices.​

The current study’s findings align with and extend several key lines of research. For example, 
Azevedo and Hadwin (2005) argue that computer-based scaffolds must be paired with teacher guidance 
to support self-regulated learning; this study builds on their work by identifying which teacher strategies 
(metacognitive questioning, strategy modeling) are most effective in DLEs. Similarly, Schraw and Dennison 
(1994) developed the MAIM to assess metacognitive awareness, but this study is among the first to use 
the tool to measure how DLE scaffolding impacts specific subskills (planning, monitoring, evaluating) in 
adolescents.​

The study also addresses limitations in prior research. For instance, Chen and Chang (2021) conducted 
a systematic review of DLEs and metacognition but noted that few studies compare adaptive versus fixed 
scaffolding. This study fills that gap by showing that adaptive strategies yield significantly larger gains (d = 
1.18 vs. d = 0.75), providing empirical evidence for the superiority of individualized guidance. Additionally, 
Hmelo-Silver et al. (2007) emphasize that scaffolding must be faded to promote independence; this study 
quantifies that fading effect, showing that adaptive group students transitioned to 72% independent self-
regulation by the intervention’s end—data that was missing from prior qualitative work.​

One area where the study diverges from existing literature is in its focus on mathematics-specific 
metacognition. Most prior research explores metacognition in generic contexts (e.g., reading), but this 
study shows that scaffolding must be tailored to subject-area demands. For example, in mathematics, 
monitoring often involves checking for computational errors or verifying that solutions align with problem 
constraints—skills that differ from monitoring comprehension in reading. The study’s finding that strategy 
modeling (e.g., showing students how to check computational steps) is a strong predictor of gains highlights 
the importance of subject-specific scaffolding, a point that is often overlooked in general metacognition 
research.​

Another novel contribution is the study’s focus on adolescents’ developmental needs. Steinberg (2014) 
notes that adolescents’ prefrontal cortices are still maturing, making them more susceptible to cognitive 
overload; this study addresses this by showing that adaptive scaffolding reduces overload by aligning 
with working memory capacities. For example, the finding that extraneous cognitive load was lower in the 
adaptive group (due to targeted questioning) supports Steinberg’s developmental framework and provides 
practical guidance for designing DLEs that account for adolescent brain development.​

In summary, the study’s interdisciplinary approach, focus on subject-specific metacognition, and 
attention to developmental needs make it a valuable addition to the literature. By bridging theory and 
practice, it provides actionable insights for educators and designers while opening new avenues for future 
research—all core to advancing the field of psychology of education and learning sciences.

5. Conclusion
This study demonstrates that adaptive teacher scaffolding—when paired with digital learning 

environments—significantly enhances adolescents’ metacognitive skills in mathematics. By aligning with 
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sociocultural and metacognitive theory, adaptive scaffolding addresses the individualized needs of students 
in their ZPD, fostering the self-regulatory skills critical for lifelong mathematical success. The findings 
challenge the myth that DLEs can replace teachers: instead, DLEs are most effective when they serve as 
tools for teachers to deliver adaptive, theoretically grounded scaffolding.

For educators, DLE designers, and administrators, the message is clear: to unlock the full potential 
of digital tools in mathematics education, prioritize adaptive scaffolding strategies that bridge technology 
with cognitive and sociocultural principles. As DLEs continue to evolve, this interdisciplinary approach—
combining educational psychology, learning sciences, and technology—will be essential to ensuring all 
students, including ELLs and low-income learners, develop the metacognitive skills they need to thrive in 
21st-century classrooms and beyond.
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