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District Mission 

We will inspire the creativity and imagination of all students and empower them as knowledgeable, skillful, 
and confident learners who flourish and contribute willingly in a changing world. 

Core Beliefs 
We believe that: 

 All people have inherent worth. 

 Life-long learning is basic to the survival and advancement of society. 

 The primary influence on the individual's development is the family in all its forms. 

 Valuing diversity is essential to individual growth and the advancement of society. 

 All individuals have strengths and human potential has no known limits. 

 Democracy thrives when individuals accept responsibility for their choices. 

 Being trustworthy builds trust. 

 Creativity and imagination are essential for society to flourish. 

 A safe environment is essential for the well-being of the individual and for society to flourish 
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Philosophy 

 The philosophy behind Tools of the Mind is inspired by the cultural-historical theory of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky.  From the Vygotskian 
perspective, cognitive and social-emotional self-regulation are viewed as an integrated unit, rather than separate domains.  This approach shapes the 
content and pedagogy of the Tools program. 

Tools of the Mind is designed to support the development of both cognitive and social-emotion self-regulation/executive functions, which research has 
associated with both short- and long-term results across a number of different areas of child development and learning. 

In order to be successful in school and beyond, a child has to develop social and cognitive competencies that allow him or her (1) to become a deliberate, 
self-regulated learner who is capable of establishing adequate social relationships with other participants in the teaching and learning process, and (2) to 
adopt the specific position and role of “student.” This position/role is characterized by such things as having an interest in the very process of learning, 
understanding the standard by which one is judged “correct,” understanding the relationship between making an effort to learn and the outcome of any 
given learning task, a willingness to play by school rules, a readiness to follow the teacher’s directions, and so on. 

In a Tools preschool, children develop the underlying skills that lead to the ability to take this position through “playful learning” and by engaging in 
mature-make-believe play. In kindergarten, they begin to practice these skills. The Tools kindergarten program provides practice thinking about learning 
itself, through a calibrated process of making learning goals and judging whether or not they are met. Current practices often found in non-Tools early 
childhood classrooms ignore the importance of scaffolding children’s thinking about learning itself, and concentrate, instead, on content. These practices 
do not deliberately help children develop the capacity to judge whether their learning is “correct,” or more generally, whether they are meeting their own 
goals. In contrast, Tools of the Mind, consistent with Vygotskian pedagogy, aims to scaffold children so they can act as “masters of their own behavior.” 
As a result, Tools children learn and behave differently and are less dependent on common classroom and behavior management tactics, such as rewards 
and punishments. In turn, children’s self-regulated classroom behaviors translate into their academic success and transform the way they act at home. 

General Curriculum & Instruction Objectives 

 Teachers will employ lessons that are aligned to our curriculum and framed utilizing current research-based methods and techniques that focus on 
student achievement 

 Our lessons will be structured according to statewide and district standards and our teachers will have flexibility to ensure that lessons meet the 
needs of all learners 

 Units and lessons will be differentiated  

 Curriculum is be student focused on success and balances developmental theory and psychometric standards 

 Democratically developed benchmarks and assessments will be utilized to gauge student and curricular growth.  Assessment will be 
multidimensional and developed according to student need. 
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Curriculum Standards 

English Language Arts (CCSS) 

Mathematics (CCSS) 

 
 

Pacing Guide (Scope & Sequence – M43, M44) 

English Language Arts 

Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 

 Oral language and vocabulary 

development 

 Listening comprehension 

 Story recall 

 Writing / writing helps us 

remember 

 Scaffolded writing and the 

concept of word 

 Oral language and vocabulary 

development 

 Listening comprehension 

 Story recall 

 Writing / writing helps us 

remember 

 Scaffolded writing and the 

concept of word 

 Oral language and vocabulary 

development 

 Listening comprehension 

 Story recall 

 Writing – concepts of word, 

sound to symbol, symbol to 

sound correspondence, and 

brainstorming to write 

 Phonemic awareness 

 Oral language and vocabulary 

development 

 Listening comprehension 

 Story recall 

 Writing – concepts of word, 

sound to symbol, symbol to 

sound correspondence, and 

brainstorming to write 

 Phonemic awareness 

 Letter names 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Freehold Borough School District 
Tools of the Mind – Preschool     

       6 

 

Mathematics 

Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 

 Timeline Calendar 

 Weather graphing 

 Puzzles & manipulatives 

 Timeline Calendar 

 Weather graphing 

 Puzzles & manipulatives 

 Making collections 

 Mystery shape game 

 Pattern movement game 

 Timeline Calendar 

 Weather graphing 

 Puzzles & manipulatives 

 Making collections 

 Mystery shape game 

 Pattern movement game 

 Numerals game 

 I have – who has? 

Numbers 

 Freeze on the number game 

 Venger drawing 

 Timeline Calendar 

 Making Collectiosn 

 Mystery shape game 

 Pattern movement game 

 Numerals game 

 I have – who has? 

Numbers 

 Freeze on the number game 

 Venger drawing 

 Tallying 

 Mystery pattern game 

 Mystery number game 

 Patterns with manipulatives 

game 

 Attribute game 

 Venger collage 

 Number line 
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Science 

Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 

 Weather graphing 

 Read aloud of science books 

 Weather graphing 

 Read aloud of science books 

 Science eyes 

- leaves 

- human face 

- 5 senses 

 Weather graphing 

 Read aloud of science books 

 Science eyes 

- seasons 

- plants 

- animals 

- rocks 

 Weather graphing 

 Read aloud of science books 

 Science eyes 

- experiments in science 

- growing things (plants, 

animals) 

- force (magnets, ramps) 

- rocks 

- environments 
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Content Guide 
Classroom Objectives 

Objectives in a Vygotskian classroom 

 Teacher uses Tools mediators to help children to attend to a specific attribute, to remember something on-purpose, and t regulate their own behavior 

 Teacher uses language as a tool for remembering; especially modeling private speech in every activity 

 Children participate in shared learning environment---Children talk to and work with each other; children learn to be good partners for learning in specific 

activities such as Share the News, Buddy reading, Math Activities, Science Eyes (Training 2), Make-Believe Play etc. 

Objectives for each child: Underlying cognitive skills 

 Child develops self-regulation of motor/physical, social-emotional, and cognitive capacities through mature intentional make-believe play, play planning, 

and other self-regulation games and activities 

 Child practices focused attention aided by tactics (mediators, language, shared activity) during specifically designed activities 

 Child practices deliberate memory through remembering fingerplays, songs, and rhymes; learning the routines; remembering their own plan and other 

classroom literacy and math concepts that are repeated throughout the first semester; and remembering the story from day to day 

 Child Practices visualization skills by listening to books during Nap in full-day programs and during special Read Alouds (training 4) 

Objectives for each child: Specific skill development: Symbolic Thinking 

 Symbolic substitution-Child uses symbols to stand for other objects, such as using props in dramatic play 

 Symbolic representation-Child uses drawing to represent objects and actions 

Oral Language 

 Child can follow oral directions that involve several steps 

 Child listens for various purposes 

 Child uses decontextualized speech in make-believe play planning and make-believe play-Uses complex questions and statements to present or get 

information, such as if-then statements, compound sentences, and explanations. Uses complex language during intentional play; and sets the stage by 

describing roles, setting, actions, and events 

 Child shows understanding of listening activities by incorporating ideas in play 

 Child describes previous experiences and relates them to new events and/or ideas 

 Child uses language for a variety of purposes-Including to express relationships, make connections, express feelings, initiate play with others, and 

communication and negotiate ideas and plans for activities 

 Child uses descriptive vocabulary to express detail 

Early Literacy 

 Writing as a mental tool-Child uses drawing and representation as a tool to help remember.  Can re-read plans the next day and recognize what was done 
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 Phonemic and phonological awareness-Child shows awareness of separable and repeating sounds in music and words through use of Scaffolded Writing 

and activities such as Mystery Word Games, Elkonin Boxes (training 3).  Participates in rhyming games.  Identifies the beginning sounds in some words.  

Knows some letter-sound correspondences.  Knows some letter names 

 Emergent word recognition skills-Child recognizes own name.  Knows the name of some letters.  Can re-read own writing.  Can ―read‖ familiar words, 

such as ―We are going to‖ or ―I am going to‖ 

 Early fluency-Uses a familiar book as a cue to retell the story, with a sequence, similar to that of the story.  Attempts to read a book to self and others 

relying on pictures and text during Buddy Reading 

 Expanding comprehension skills in response to text-Child tells a story with the major events in correct order.  Can discuss and make comments relevant to 

the text.  Relates relevant personal experiences to text.  Can draw or ―write ―about a story, demonstrating comprehension of text during Story Extensions 

(training 3) 

 Early writing skills-Child has a growing sense of the concept of word and demonstrates voice-to-line match by slowing down speech as the teacher writes 

or by making the correct number of lines for own message; uses letter-sound knowledge during Scaffolded Writing.  Uses left-to right and top-to-bottom 

directionality and spacing between words when writing.  Uses the Sound Map to find sounds and letters. Four-year=olds will use invented spelling to form 

words with beginning and some ending consonant sounds.  Four-year-olds may know a few conventionally spelled words. 

Early Mathematics 

 Understanding of numbers, number names, and their relationship to object quantities and to symbols-Child understands rote and meaningful counting; 

numerals up to 30; counting-on a number; zero; and equal/not equal 

 Understanding of basic geometry concepts-Child names and recognizes basic shapes; uses positional words (under, over, etc.) and recognizes how figures 

are composed of different shapes, such as in Mystery Shape Games (training 2), Venger Drawing (training 3) 

 Understanding of how to create, represent, discuss, and extend patterns-recognizes a pattern 

Early Science 

 Child observes, explores, questions, and reflects on phenomena in the natural world by reading science books that cover: 

 Organisms-living and nonliving (rocks vs. plants, etc.) 

 Earth and Sky-seasons, weather 

 Structure and Property of Matter-characteristics, including concepts such as hard/soft, float/sink 

 Child learns scientific vocabulary and terms from books 

Child collects data and represents/documents findings during activities such as Weather Graphing and Tallying (training 3) 
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Philosophy 

The philosophy behind Tools of the Mind is inspired by the cultural-historical theory of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky.  From the Vygotskian 

perspective, cognitive and social-emotional self-regulation are viewed as an integrated unit, rather than separate domains.  This approach shapes the 

content and pedagogy of the Tools program. 

Tools of the Mind is designed to support the development of both cognitive and social-emotion self-regulation/executive functions, which research 

has associated with both short- and long-term results across a number of different areas of child development and learning. 

In order to be successful in school and beyond, a child has to develop social and cognitive competencies that allow him or her (1) to become a 

deliberate, self-regulated learner who is capable of establishing adequate social relationships with other participants in the teaching and learning 

process, and (2) to adopt the specific position and role of ―student.‖ This position/role is characterized by such things as having an interest in the very 

process of learning, understanding the standard by which one is judged ―correct,‖ understanding the relationship between making an effort to learn 

and the outcome of any given learning task, a willingness to play by school rules, a readiness to follow the teacher’s directions, and so on. 

In a Tools preschool, children develop the underlying skills that lead to the ability to take this position through ―playful learning‖ and by engaging in 

mature-make-believe play. In kindergarten, they begin to practice these skills. The Tools kindergarten program provides practice thinking about 

learning itself, through a calibrated process of making learning goals and judging whether or not they are met. Current practices often found in non-

Tools early childhood classrooms ignore the importance of scaffolding children’s thinking about learning itself, and concentrate, instead, on content. 

These practices do not deliberately help children develop the capacity to judge whether their learning is ―correct,‖ or more generally, whether they 

are meeting their own goals. In contrast, Tools of the Mind, consistent with Vygotskian pedagogy, aims to scaffold children so they can act as 

―masters of their own behavior.‖ As a result, Tools children learn and behave differently and are less dependent on common classroom and behavior 

management tactics, such as rewards and punishments. In turn, children’s self-regulated classroom behaviors translate into their academic success 

and transform the way they act at home. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/vygotskian-approach/
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/self-regulation/
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/scaffolding/
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/success-stories/
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/success-stories/#parents
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Vygotskian Approach 

Dr. Lev Vygotsky 

The concept of ―tools of the mind‖ comes from the work of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky. He believed that just as physical tools extend our 

physical abilities, mental tools extend our mental abilities, enabling us to solve problems and create solutions in the modern world. When applied to 

children, this means that to successfully function in school and beyond, children need to learn more than a set of facts and skills. They need to master 

a set of mental tools—tools of the mind. 

According to Vygotsky, until children learn to use mental tools, their learning is largely controlled by the environment; they attend only to the things 

that are brightest or loudest, and they can remember something only if has been repeated many times. AFTER children master mental tools, they 

become in charge of their own learning, by attending and remembering in an intentional and purposeful way. In the same way that using certain 

mental tools can transform children’s cognitive behaviors, using other mental tools can transform their physical, social, and emotional behaviors. 

From being ―slaves to the environment,‖ children become ―masters of their own behavior.‖ As children are taught and practice an increasing number 

of mental tools, they transform not only their external behaviors, but also their minds, leading to the emergence of higher mental functions. 

One of Vygotsky’s contemporaries, psychologist Kurt Lewin, was known to have said, ―There is nothing more practical than a good theory.‖ We 

credit the successes in Tools of the Mind classrooms to the fact that instruction in these classrooms is based on a comprehensive theory of learning 

and development—the Vygotskian approach. 

At the core of Vygotsky’s theory (also known as Cultural-Historical theory) is the idea that child development is the result of interactions between 

children and their social environment. These interactions involve people—parents and teachers, playmates and schoolmates, brothers and sisters. 

They also involve cultural artifacts, such as books or toys, as well as culturally specific practices in which a child engages in the classroom, at home, 

or on the playground. Children are active partners in all of these interactions, constructing knowledge, skills, and attitudes, not just mirroring the 

world around them. Essentially, the history and the culture of the society in which a child grows up and the events making up a child’s personal 

history determine much more than what that child knows or likes—it also determines which mental tools the child will learn and how these tools will 

shape the child’s mind. 

For Vygotsky, the most effective learning happens when the new skills and concepts being taught are just on the edge of emergence—in the Zone of 

Proximal Development. When this happens, the child does not simply acquire new knowledge but actually makes progress in his or her 

development—in Vygotsky’s words, ―learning leads development.‖ Vygotsky recognized that the assistance or scaffolding needed to bring about 

new skills and concepts within a child’s ZPD may take different forms for children of different ages. For instance, mature make-believe play supports 

the development of pre-school children similar to the way formal instruction supports the development of older students. According to Vygotsky, ―A 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#lev
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#hmf
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#zpd
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#zpd
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/scaffolding/
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child’s greatest achievements are possible in play, achievements that tomorrow will become her basic level of real action.‖ The features of play that 

support development includes imaginary situations, the roles children act out, and the rules children follow while acting out their pretend scenarios. 

With his colleagues and students, Vygotsky developed multiple applications of his theory to general and special education. New applications were 

and continue to be developed by later generations of Vygotskians in Vygotsky’s native Russia as well as in the West, where Vygotsky’s legacy can 

be found in contemporary interpretations of social constructivism and sociocultural theory. The major emphasis in the Vygotskian approach is on 

helping children acquire the tools of their culture. The Vygotskian approach to early childhood education focuses on the activities and interactions 

that are most beneficial to young children in learning their first ―tools of the mind.‖ 

Self-Regulation 

Self-regulation is a critical competency that underlies the mindful, intentional, and thoughtful behaviors of younger and older children alike. The 

term self-regulation (sometimes also called executive function) refers to the capacity to control one’s impulses, both to stop doing something, if 

needed (even if one wants to continue doing it) and to start doing something, if needed (even if one doesn’t want to do it). Self-regulation is not to be 

confused with obedience or compliance; when children are truly self-regulated they behave the same way whether or not an adult is watching. Self-

regulated children can delay gratification and suppress their impulses long enough to think ahead to the possible consequences of their actions or to 

consider alternative actions that would be more appropriate. Self-regulation is not limited to the social-emotional domain; it can also apply to 

cognitive behaviors, such as remembering or paying attention. In fact, research indicates that these two facets of self regulation are related: children 

who cannot control their emotions at age four are unlikely to be able to follow the teachers’ directions at age six, and will not become reflective 

learners in middle and high school. 

Why is self-regulation important? 

There is growing evidence that many children, especially those at risk, begin school lacking self-regulation and this lack of self-regulation may have 

a great impact on how well they do in school and later life. Kindergarten teachers rank self-regulation as the most important competency for school 

readiness; at the same time, these teachers report that many of their students come to school with low levels of self-regulation. There is evidence that 

early self-regulation levels have a stronger association with school readiness than do IQ or entry-level reading or math skills, and they are closely 

associated with later academic achievement. Researchers have also found links between self-regulation at an early age and a child’s functioning in 

school far beyond kindergarten and first grade. Self-regulation affects a children’s abilities to successfully function in school settings in two ways: 

first, social-emotional self-regulation makes it possible for children to conform to classroom rules and to benefit from learning in various social 

contexts, from one-on-one interactions to large groups; and second, cognitive self-regulation allows children to use and further develop the cognitive 

processes necessary for academic learning and problem solving. 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#ef
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How does Tools of the Mind teach self-regulation? 

Research shows that early interventions targeting self-regulation have positive and long lasting effects on children’s social-emotional well-being and 

their academic success. Tools of the Mind offers these benefits to all children, not just the ones who are at risk for developing self-regulation deficits. 

We have found that embedding classroom activities with specific support and assistance (scaffolds) that fosters self-regulation does change the 

child’s level of self-regulation. However, teaching self-regulation means revamping the classroom and how activities are implemented. 

We know from research that early interventions targeting self-regulation have positive and long lasting effects on children’s social-emotional well-

being and their academic success. We also believe that these interventions benefit all children, not just the ones who are at risk for developing self-

regulation deficits. However, teaching self-regulation to all children means making significant changes in the way things are done in the early 

childhood classroom. First, we have eliminated from the Tools classroom those activities that actually promote unregulated behavior, such as waiting 

in line with nothing to do, wandering around the classroom during center time, being unclear about what to do during an activity, and not being able 

to get help. Instead, teachers create a consistent classroom in which teacher expectations are clear and fairly enforced and where children are engaged 

in meaningful activities at all times. Second, special activities in which self-regulation is a primary focus are used throughout the day, from 

movement games with progressively more challenging rules to the creation of Play Plans and Learning Plans, both requiring planning ahead, 

monitoring, and self-reflection. Finally, self-regulation components are embedded in other classroom activities where the primary focus is on the 

development of skills and concepts such as literacy, mathematics, fine motor skills, etc. 

Self-regulation development in preschool 

Mature, intentional make-believe play is the foundation of self-regulation development in preschool. It creates conditions in which young children 

are able to act in a more mature way and use more mature mental functions. Children remember more, attend better, and have better self-regulation. 

This kind of play is the only classroom experience that naturally provides the three types of interactions which lead to self-regulation: regulation by 

others, regulation of others, and self-regulation. All play is NOT created equal! Most children today do not engage in the kind of intentional make-

believe play that fosters self-regulation. Today’s children spend more time being entertained—watching TV or playing video games. They learn to 

play soccer or go to art and music lessons. Many do not have long stretches of unstructured time where they wander into the backyard and play with 

neighborhood children of different ages who act as play mentors. Unlike twenty years ago, children come to preschool without knowing how to play 

in a way that will promote self-regulation. Without deliberate scaffolding by teachers to provide opportunities to engage in mature play, many young 

children will not develop it on their own. 

Why is play central in a Tools preschool classroom? 

 Children practice delayed gratification. Nathan wants to have his birthday party, but his real birthday is months away. But Nathan can pretend 

to have a birthday party now.  

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/curriculum/preschool/
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/curriculum/kindergarten/
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#mbp
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 Children learn to suppress their impulsive behavior because to stay in the play, they have to abide by the rules. Maria is the person being saved 

by the firemen, so she cannot get up and play with the new puzzle she sees because she is waiting to be saved.  

 Children practice regulating each other’s behavior. Meili is taking the tickets for the airplane. She sits down in the passenger’s seat and starts 

to pretend to eat lunch. The other children say, “No, you aren’t the passenger, you take the tickets.” Children thus monitor other children’s 

behavior, noting when someone is playing inappropriately for the role. 

 Children learn about their own actions and emotions by using them on purpose. Shawana and Toni are playing house. Shawana says, “My 

baby is sick so she’s going to cry. Then I’ll feed her and she’ll stop crying.” Toni says, “O.K., but my baby is being bad so I am going to get 

mad and then when my baby is good, I’ll be nice.” These children plan and act out different emotions and their consequences. This awareness 

is a necessary accomplishment in the development of social-emotional self-regulation. 

 When children play in an intentional way, they think ahead by planning each scenario before they act it out. The more creative and imaginative 

the play, the more the children need to plan what is going to happen. Children have to coordinate the different ideas of the players. Above, 

Shawana and Toni need to have a play scenario that includes a good but hungry baby and a bad baby. Adding in the fact that Max wants to 

play the role of the family dog creates a situation that requires a great deal of planning to make everyone satisfied with the outcome. This is 

the precursor of the kind of cognitive self-regulation required to solve a complex problem or to keep a story with many characters straight. 

Self-regulation in kindergarten 

At the beginning of the year, kindergarten children may not have mature play skills and consequently will lack self-regulation. For this reason, 

kindergarten teachers using Tools work on self- regulation in two ways. 

First, specific activities with make-believe play elements are used to help children develop the level of play that they should have. Children listen to 

stories and chapter books, and then act out the characters and actions that they read about. This dramatization serves two purposes. One, it improves 

the characteristics of play; and two, it is a way to help children visualize and improve their listening comprehension skills. 

The second way that kindergarten teachers improve intentional play skills is to extensively use learning games and other games with rules. 

Vygotskians argue that games with rules have many of the characteristics of intentional make-believe play and that these can be used to help children 

develop self-regulation. As the year progresses, kindergartners engage in more and more learning tasks with embedded self-regulation components as 

a way of helping them begin the transition to learning activities. 

Myths and Realities of Self-Regulation 

In addition to general societal trends that make the development of self-regulation less likely in some children, there are also many myths about self-

regulation. These myths, which are shared by many educators and administrators, translate into practices that stand in the way of effective classroom 

instruction that would support children’s development of self-regulation. 
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Myth: The children are simply very young. Most children will grow out of impulsive behaviors on their own. 

Current practice in response to the myth: Teachers wait for children to develop self-regulation on their own.  

 

Results in the classroom: Classrooms are chaotic and unmanageable. Children then practice being impulsive instead of learning ways to master their 

own behavior. Some children never develop satisfactory self-regulation, which leads to greater problems later in their school careers. 

 

Myth: The children have a medical condition such as ADHD, and consequently cannot develop self-regulation. 

Current practice in response to the myth: Although some children actually do have the medical condition of ADHD, many children are wrongly 

labeled with it. This over identification leads to the possible use of medication when it is not warranted. Often teachers do not feel that they can do 

anything for these children except send them to special education. 

Results in the classroom: Children who do not need medication are often given it. Children are still not taught strategies that would help them learn 

to control attention and thinking, helping them to master their mental behavior. In other words, the root academic problem has not been addressed. 

 

Myth: The children are just bullies and have aggressive personalities that cannot be changed. 

Current practice in response to the myth: Many early childhood programs copy high school and middle school ―zero tolerance‖ policies and 

institute a ―three strikes and you’re out‖ rule. This leads to preschool children being expelled for things such as hitting or biting. 

Result in the classroom: Preschool and kindergarten children are being expelled at alarming rates. In fact, some preschools expel children at a rate 

that is 15 times higher than that of older children. Once expelled, these children have even fewer opportunities to learn self-regulation. Many children 

just move from program to program. 
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Myth: Children learn to regulate themselves if the teacher controls everything that children do. 

Current practice in response to the myth: More and more activities in preschool and kindergarten are teacher-directed activities and conducted in 

large groups.  

 

Result in the classroom: Children are ―teacher-regulated,‖ not ―self-regulated.‖ When the teacher is not directing everything, as in later elementary 

grades where children are expected to work independently, the children cannot work without total supervision. Children look well behaved, but only 

when supervised by adults. Children have not learned the self-regulation necessary to become independent learners. 

 

Myth: Parents are the primary culprits. If they did a better job of raising children, we wouldn’t have problems with self-regulation. 

Current practice in response to the myth: Teachers blame the parents. This leads to the idea that ―there is nothing I can do,‖ so children are 

allowed to continue to be un-regulated. Teachers may send home literature or suggest parenting classes, which are usually unsuccessful at creating 

the conditions for change. 

Result in the classroom: Children are still not taught the tools to help them become self-regulated. Parents and teachers become extremely 

frustrated. 
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Zone of Proximal Development and Scaffolding 

Zone of Proximal Development and Scaffolding 

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is the best known Vygotskian concept. To successfully apply it in a classroom, it is important to know not 

only where a child is functioning now and where that child will be tomorrow, but also how best to assist that child in mastering more advanced skills 

and concepts. This is where scaffolding comes in. Although not used by Vygotsky himself, the concept of scaffolding helps us understand how 

aiming instruction within a child’s ZPD can promote the child’s learning and development. 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) describes the area between a child’s level of independent performance (what he/she can do alone) and the 

child’s level of assisted performance (what he/she can do with support). Skills and understandings contained within a child’s ZPD are the ones that 

have not yet emerged but could emerge if the child engaged in interactions with knowledgeable others (peers and adults) or in other supportive 

contexts (such as make-believe play for preschool children). According to Vygotsky, the most effective instruction is the kind that is aimed not at the 

child’s level of independent performance but is instead aimed within the ZPD. This instruction does more than increase a child’s repertoire of skills 

and understandings; it actually produces gains in child development. 

To aim instruction at the child’s ZPD, the teacher needs to know not only what the child’s developmental level is at the time, but also what skills and 

concepts will develop next. To know these, the teacher needs to understand the developmental trajectories for these skills and concepts. Successful 

instruction within the child’s ZPD also involves making sure that the child will be eventually able to function independently at the same high level at 

which he or she was previously able to function with adult assistance. Once this is accomplished, the teacher can start aiming instruction at the new 

ZPD. 

Even when children have developed new skills and competencies sufficient to perform a task with adult assistance, it may not mean that tomorrow 

they will be ready to perform the task independently. For most children, the transition from assisted to independent learning is a gradual process that 

involves moving from using a great deal of assistance to slowly taking over until eventually no assistance is needed. To facilitate this transition, a 

teacher needs to scaffold student learning by first designing and then following a plan for providing and withdrawing appropriate amounts of 

assistance at appropriate times. 

In the Vygotskian approach, instructional strategies used to scaffold include (but are not limited to) hints, prompts, and cues given and later removed 

by the teacher. Scaffolding can also involve orchestrating social contexts known to support children’s learning, such as make-believe play or 

specifically designed group activities. Scaffolding may also involve introducing children to special tools (such as an alphabet chart) and behaviors 

(such as private speech or self-talk) that children can use to self-assist while mastering a new skill or concept. 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#zpd
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#scaffold
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Research 

Because Tools is a research-based program, we seek to partner with research institutions to continue building the academic knowledge base regarding 

the effects of self-regulation on student outcomes and how best to support its development in children. 

Here are summaries of three published studies showing the effectiveness of Tools of the Mind in preschool and kindergarten settings: 

Barnett, W. S., Jung, K., Yarosz, D. J., Thomas, J., Hornbeck, A., Stechuk, R., & Burns, S. (2008).  Educational effects of the Tools of the 

Mind curriculum:  A randomized trial. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 23(3), 299-313.  In a double-randomized design study of preschool 

(conducted by the NIEER, National Institute for Early Education Research), Tools was compared to a control group using a high-quality ECE 

program with no emphasis on self-regulation. Children in Tools were found to have higher rates of self-regulation. In addition to student gains, 

teachers trained in Tools scored higher in classroom management measures, used classroom time more productively, and had a higher rate of 

appropriate and cognitively challenging interactions, as measured by the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale and the CLASS. 

Diamond, A., Barnett, W. S., Thomas, J., & Munro, S. (2007).  Preschool program improves cognitive control.  Science, 318, 1387-1388. A 

follow-up quasi-experimental study, using classrooms from the NIEER study, compared the self-regulation/executive levels of children in Tools 

preschool classrooms with a group of matched controls who did not attend Tools, and found higher levels of executive function/self-regulation, as 

measured on neurocognitive tests (University of British Columbia Medical School). Student levels of self-regulation were correlated with 

achievement levels on standardized tests (Woodcock Johnson, Peabody Picture Vocabulary test). 

Bodrova, E., & Leong, D. J. (2001). Tools of the Mind: A case study of implementing the Vygotskian approach in American early childhood and 

primary classrooms. (UNESCO Innodata Monographs: Educational Innovations in Action No. 7) Geneva, Switzerland: International Bureau 

of Education, UNESCO. Two quasi-experimental studies of preschool and kindergarten children found that those in Tools classrooms outperformed 

those in non-Tools classrooms in literacy skills. Both preschool and kindergarten children in Tools classrooms had higher levels of sound-to-symbol 

correspondence and better letter recognition. In addition, kindergarten children had better voice-to-print match and were able to write more words 

outside of a controlled vocabulary taught in a textbook series, and had more accurate spelling and better phonemic encoding of words. 

 Another study that has been recently published describes a different facet of the Tools of the Mind program that will hopefully receive more attention 

in future research: the effects on teachers, their instructional beliefs and classroom pedagogy, as well as the implementation mechanisms that ensure 

the success of the program. 

Imholz, S. & Petrosino, A. (2012). Teacher observations on the implementation of the Tools of the Mind curriculum in the classroom: 

Analysis of interviews conducted over a one-year period. Creative Education, 3,185-192.  A series of structured interviews were conducted with 

http://nieer.org/publications/related-publications/educational-effects-tools-mind-curriculum-randomized-trial
http://nieer.org/publications/related-publications/educational-effects-tools-mind-curriculum-randomized-trial
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2174918/
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/publications/innodata/inno07.pdf
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/publications/innodata/inno07.pdf
http://www.scirp.org/journal/PaperInformation.aspx?paperID=18774
http://www.scirp.org/journal/PaperInformation.aspx?paperID=18774
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the teachers participating in Tools of the Mind professional development. The analysis of these interviews identified common themes, including 

challenges teachers face while implementing the program and the effectiveness of the program in supporting children’s cognitive and social skills. 

Overall, teachers reported positive effects of Tools on their students’ self-regulation, verbalization skills, and communication, along with a decrease 

in the number of behavior incidents. At the same time, teachers indicated the need for some changes in administrative practices to support their own 

professional development and to further improve the impact of Tools. 

Over past several years, Tools of the Mind has become involved in a number of studies in the U.S., Canada, and Chile, using different research 

designs and focusing on different outcomes. These studies are currently at different stages of the process of collecting and analyzing data; we will be 

posting results as they become available. 

In addition to experimental and quasi-experimental studies conducted by our research partners, the Tools team collects its own data from various 

sources, including district-wide evaluations, schools’ and districts’ historical data analyses, teacher action research, and microgenetic studies of 

children’s learning of specific skills and concepts in a classroom context. 

 

Preschool 

Play Plans 

At the preschool level of Tools of the Mind, Play Planning is an instructional strategy used to promote the development of self-regulation. Children 

plan their play every day, right before they start playing in the centers. A Play Plan usually describes the role and the actions a child will engage in 

during the first few minutes of play. This initial plan helps children to act purposefully. Play Plans can be also used by a teacher or by the children 

themselves to resolve arguments occurring over the choice of roles or the use of play props. Children often modify and change their plans as they 

play with each other during center time. 

Another important outgrowth of the systematic use of Play Plans in a preschool classroom is the children’s literacy development. For Vygotskians, 

drawing is an important precursor to writing; without this foundation, writing letters may turn into nothing more than an exercise in calligraphy. As 

children plan their play, they draw a picture of their plan that will help them remember what they say they are going to do.  These drawings gradually 

become more and more representational, as children use their pictures to review their earlier plans and to discuss their plans with other children. In 

the beginning, children state their plans orally and the teacher writes them down so she can remind children of their plans, if needed. As children 

learn more about literacy, they begin to represent their intentions using Scaffolded Writing. 

 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#sw


Freehold Borough School District 
Tools of the Mind – Preschool     

       20 

Preschool Student Work 

Jennifer  

At the beginning of the year (September), Jennifer is able to draw a picture of herself and tell the teacher what center she wants to play in (dramatic 

play). Teachers use a color-coded system to help children remember what center they will go to; the children then use that same color marker to make 

their plans. 

 

September Drawing 

 In December, Jennifer is able to represent her message with lines that match her words using Scaffolded Writing. Her picture shows more detail and 

her message is more mature. 

 

December Drawing 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#sw
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Alexander  

At the beginning of the year (September), Alexander can draw a picture of himself and say what center he wants to go to. (Please note that in this 

picture the teacher assisted Alexander with writing his name.) 

 

September Drawing 

By January, he can draw a more mature picture, showing more detail, and his message tells more about his plan. He is also using Scaffolded Writing 

to convey his message. 

 

January Drawing 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#sw
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By March, Alexander is hearing beginning sounds in all of his words. 

 

March Drawing 
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Ariana  

In the fall, Ariana is drawing herself and choosing a center (science). 

 

September Drawing 

In March, Ariana is able to draw a more detailed picture and is using Scaffolded Writing to represent her message. She is using invented spelling in 

her native language (Spanish). Teachers encourage children to use their native languages whenever possible, as the process stays the same. Yo voy a 

pintar un arco iris (I am going to paint a rainbow). 

 

March Drawing 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#sw
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By June, Ariana has better fine motor control. 

 

June Drawing 
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Brandon  

Brandon’s plan at the beginning of his three-years-old year, shows that he wants to go to the art center and has made an attempt to draw himself. 

 

Beginning Age Three 

At the end of that same year, he is able to draw a more mature picture of himself and knows that he needs to write words at the bottom. He has 

included what he is going to play with in his picture. 

 

End Age Three 
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At the beginning of his four-year-old year, Brandon is drawing a representation of himself and has begun using Scaffolded Writing to represent his 

message. He has memorized parts of the message that he writes everyday. 

 

Beginning Age Four 

At the end of his four-year-old year, Brandon has shown himself as a king in his picture and in his writing, using beginning sounds. 

 

End Age Four 

 

 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#sw
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Gregory  

In December, Gregory is in a three-year-old classroom. His drawing of himself is somewhat representational, but his message clearly states what he 

wants to do in a center. 

 

Age Three – December Drawing 

By June, Gregory’s drawings are more mature and he is able to include more detail in his drawing.  In addition, he is beginning to represent his 

message using Scaffolded Writing. 

 

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#sw
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Age Three – June Drawing 

In December of his four-year-old year, Gregory is interested in playing with others and has begun to represent his message with initial sounds. This is 

an important step in literacy development. 

 

Age Four – December Drawing 

By May, Gregory’s messages are much longer, which forces him to practice new sound-symbol correspondence. 

 

Age Four – May Drawing 
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Special Needs 

Children with Special Needs 

The Tools’ approach to children with special needs is derived from Vygotsky’s own views of disability and special education; he believed that these 

children should learn with—not apart from—their classmates. Only their participation in classroom activities can ensure that special needs children 

will experience the social context necessary to acquire the mental tools needed for their development. 

The Tools of the Mind approach to special education closely aligns with Response to Intervention (RTI), the approach that is now part of the 

reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA 2004) for grades K–12. Tools provides specialized training 

for classroom teachers and special education staff to facilitate the implementation of RTI, as well as Recognition and Response (the early childhood 

version of RTI), in early childhood programs or school districts. Tools uses Dynamic Assessment, a technique developed by Vygotskian researchers 

in the 1930s and since used by many educators working with children with special needs. 

Scaffolding techniques for learners at different places in their development are at the heart of the Tools approach to instruction. Tools activities are 

designed to accommodate multiple levels of ability, thus maintaining the social context of peer interaction. At the same time, teachers learn to use 

specific scaffolds to optimize instruction appropriate to a child’s individual needs, while working with a group of children. 

Tools professional development helps teachers learn how to use Dynamic Assessment; to identify which Tools scaffolds are appropriate, and when to 

remove a scaffold to support a child’s development. Tools activities lend themselves to a collaborative teaching model in which classroom teachers 

and special education staff work together in classroom-imbedded intervention. 

Tools has been implemented successfully with children with speech/language disorders, cognitive, and motor delays, and ASD (autism spectrum 

disorder) in a number of different types of special education programs, including: 

 Inclusion 

 Reverse inclusion 

 Self-contained special education programs  

 

For more information on the Tools of the Mind Early Childhood Pre-Kindergarten Curriculum  

Tools of the Mind:  http://www.toolsofthemind.org/extendedcampus/toolsofthemind/ 

  

http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#rti
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/glossary/#da
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/philosophy/success-stories/
http://www.toolsofthemind.org/extendedcampus/toolsofthemind/

