
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tools of the Mind 
Getting to Know Us:  
Kindergarten 





Welcome 
We’re so glad you’re interested in Tools 
of the Mind and are considering our 
program for your school. In the pages 
that follow, you’ll get a taste of how our 
approach to teacher development and 
our research-based, comprehensive 
curriculum improves outcomes for all 
students and restores joy to teaching.   

Read on to learn more! 
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ABOUT US 
Tools of the Mind gives teachers the tools to ensure every child becomes a successful 
learner, developing the underlying cognitive, social and emotional skills needed to reach their 
highest potential.

Who We Are: 
Tools of the Mind is a research-based early 
childhood program that embeds development 
of executive functions and self-regulation into 
the design of all teaching and learning 
activities. We leverage make-believe play and 
a classroom culture of co-regulation and peer 
scaffolding to build the foundational skills 
children need to be successful in school and 
life.  

Tools of the Mind began in 1993 and is being 
implemented by early childhood programs 
and public school districts in 23 states and 3 
countries.  

Our mission and vision 
Mission: To help all children learn and 
develop to their full potential by applying 
developmental, theory-based principles of 
learning to early childhood education.  

Vision: To empower teachers with the 
understandings and tools they need to 
create positive classroom cultures, 
facilitate intentional playful learning, and 
support the development of self-regulated 
learners who achieve to their full 
potential––closing the achievement gap 
for low income, minority and DLL 
students. 
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Improving Child Outcomes  
by Giving Teachers the Tools 

They Need 
 

Professional development is at the heart of the Tools of the Mind approach. Through in-person 
core workshops as well as endorsement and certification opportunities, we build teacher 
capabilities and engage educators in a continuous cycle of improvement. We believe improving 
outcomes for children begins with a focus on teachers, building the tools and understandings 
they need to be the teachers they always wanted to be––intentional, skillful teachers impacting 
outcomes for all children.  
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Theory is at the Heart  
of Tools of the Mind  

 

Cutting-edge research & Vygotskian theory 

For Vygotsky, make-believe play, or dramatization is the activity with the most developmental 
potential in early childhood––the key activity that supports the development of self-regulation & 
executive function skills. It is for this reason that make-believe play, dramatization and playful 
learning are an essential component of Tools program.  
 
These theoretical underpinnings of the Tools approach are woven into our professional 
development workshops for teachers.   
 

Each workshop begins with a “Bite of Theory” to introduce the 
theoretical foundation for Tools’ approach and activity design.   
 
 

 
Key teaching practices and Vygotskian tactics used in the 
classroom are reflected in our workshops. We use “turn and talk” 
conversation to engage teachers in the use of language to think, 
plan and remember—just as teachers will guide students to do in 
their classrooms.  
 
 

 
Throughout our workshops, teachers also write to synthesize, 
plan and remember.  

The concept of “tools of the mind” comes from the theories of developmental psychologist Lev 
Vygotsky. Vygotsky 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. The need to master a set of mental 
tools—tools of the mind.  
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P R E K  T E A C H E R
Washington, D.C. 

Aligned with state & national standards 
The Tools of the Mind program includes a comprehensive 
Scope and Sequence aligned with state and national standards 
and with many commonly used assessment tools. 

The Tools of the Mind program is comprehensive, including all academic subjects and all 
domains of social and emotional learning.  

In the world of Early Childhood Education, there is often a tension 
between rigor and developmentally appropriate practice. Since we 
began implementing the Tools of the Mind curriculum three years 
ago, we have come to not only believe but strongly advocate for 
the idea that both of these approaches can be done well, together! 

Whenever a state or district mandate has come up in the past 7 
years, we’ve found Tools already incorporates it! This program 
truly educates the whole child, allowing each individual to 
progress at their own pace. This program works for all children! 

Tools is  
A Comprehensive Approach 

K  T E A C H E R
Freehold, NJ 

What are teachers and administrators 
saying about Tools? 
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Did you Know 
Published and talked about 

Tools of the Mind has been 
featured and discussed in many 
books for teachers, parents, 
administrators and other adults 
interested in learning more about 
self-regulation and executive 
function development and 
Vygotskian theory.

Research driven development 
Proven results 

“Teachers using Tools of the Mind strengthened children’s 
executive function, affecting brain chemistry and improved 
academic outcomes.” 

“Children from Tools classrooms were more efficient, 
effective learners in first grade.” 

“Children in Tools classrooms showed significant improvements 
in reading, vocabulary and math that extended into first grade.” 

Blair & Raver

In the news 
Featured in and on: 
• New York Times
• NPR
• International Bureau of Education
• NAEYC: Young Children
• Alliance for Childhood
• And many local newspapers

across the nation
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  Walking through a typical day 

Free Choice 
 

Opening Group 
 

Literacy Block: 
Story Lab & Group 
Dramatization 
 

Literacy Block: 
Scaffolded Writing, 
Dramatization, 
Literacy Skill 
Building 
 

Lunch/Recess 
 

Large Group 
Attention Focusing & 
Jack & Annie’s 
Secret Message 
 

Math 
Group Game 
 

Math 
Math Centers 
 

Science/Social 
Studies 
 

Buddy Reading 
 

Closing Group 
 

Seeing is believing! Watch a video of a typical Tools kindergarten 

View it here: bit.ly/WalkThruDayK 

A day in a Tools of the Mind 
classroom is full of engaging, 
intrinsically-motivating activities 
designed to increase child 
talking and thinking. Frequent 
small-group activities give 
teachers many opportunities to 
offer one-on-one scaffolding 
throughout the day. 
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Free Choice 
 

Mystery Question 

     
 
 
 
 
 

Opening Group 
• Attention Focusing 

Activities 
• Timeline Calendar 
• Weather 
• Share the News 
• Freeze Game 
• Shared Scaffolded 

Writing 

	
  
	
 

 

Literacy Block 
• Story Lab  
• Individual 

Scaffolded Writing 
• Literacy Centers 
• Dramatization 
• Literacy Skill 

Building 
• Buddy Reading² 

(Tools’ approach to 
Guided Reading) 

 

	
	
 

After Lunch Block 
• Buddy Reading 
• Graphics Practice 
• Jack & Annie’s 

Secret Message 
• Editor’s Eyes 

 

 	
 

 

Day in the Life of a Tools K Classroom  
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Math 
• Math Mystery 

Games 
• Whole Group 

Math Activities 
• Small Group 

Math Activities 

	
	

Science & Social 
Studies 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Closing Group 

  

3 
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The first workshop is two sequential days with a  
focus on Tools’ theory and practice that typically  
takes place before the school year begins. Each of the 
remaining three workshops is a one-day session. The  
second workshop takes place in the fall, the third in the 
winter, and the fourth and final workshop takes place in the 
spring. Each workshop builds on the one before it. 

 
The Year 1 Core Curriculum is taught in four 
workshops spread across the year, matching 
the developmental trajectory of children’s 
growing skills. 

Professional Development Workshop Series 

Back in the Classroom 

How do teachers learn to 
implement Tools? 

 

 

Comprehensive manuals offer detailed descriptions of activity purposes, structure, and 
flow, while also supporting teachers’ learning of Vygotskian theory. Discussions about how 
to increase activity challenge level over time, chapters with background information and 
theory underlying Tools’ approach to reading and much more make the manuals invaluable 
resources for teachers.  

TOOLS OF THE MIND 
Professional Development Workshop
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Additional Resources 

Digital Resources 
iScaffold offers a suite of resources to support teachers in learning and implementing 
Tools. It is available on the web and can be downloaded to an iPad for easier use in 
the classroom. 

While the website is available to all visitors, eTools is a 
password protected portal for teachers and 
administrators where they can access materials and 
support resources including assessment documents, 
Back to School Night slide shows, resources for 
parents, and much more. 

How do teachers learn to 
implement Tools? 

 

Technical Assistance (TA)
To assist teachers and program administrators, a 
Tools of the Mind team member assigned to your 
program will provide in-person or virtual technical 
assistance (TA) and ongoing support. TA helps build 
a deeper understanding of the Tools of the 
Mind approach to strengthen classroom 
implementation of Tools, and meet the needs of the 
children in your program.  
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iScaffold: A closer look 
 

How do teachers learn to 
implement Tools? 

 

 
Select the activity you want to learn about 
or review, and explore it in many ways… 

iScaffold offers a suite of resources to support teachers in learning about 
Tools theory and activities. 

Each tab in iScaffold lets you explore the same activity in a different way—by quickly 
going to that manual page, or linking to a video where you watch teachers do the activity, 
or to “Quick Start Guides” (like the one you see on the screen), which take our activities 
and put them in a visual “graphic novel” format. 
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How do teachers learn to 
implement Tools? 

 

Tools of the Mind partners with Lakeshore© Learning Materials Inc. to offer complete kits 
of classroom materials for direct purchase from Lakeshore.  

These convenient kits help to get teachers’ curriculum up and running—eliminating hours 
of prep work! The kits have ready to use materials including literacy and language arts 
materials, math, science, and more. 

Kindergarten Lakeshore Kit 
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How do teachers continue to develop 
their Tools practice after Year 1?  

Our staircase model of professional development begins with two years of core training in 
the fundamentals of the Tools approach. It continues with the opportunity to apply for 
endorsement, followed by the option to pursue certification in any or all of the 5 core Tools 
of the Mind teaching capabilities. Certification includes becoming involved in regional 
communities of practice events where Tools practitioners come together to share insights 
and challenges in our ongoing effort to be strong practitioners in our schools and 
communities. 

We’ve identified 5 core teaching capabilities that are the hallmark of Tools teaching. Teachers 
who are skillful in each of these capabilities have the abilities they need to successfully 
support the development of all children and lead a vibrant Tools classroom.  

Teachers who are endorsed become a leader in Tools implementation in your school and 
community. Endorsed teachers are invited to participate in regional Communities of Practice 
events free of charge, and can pursue certification in individual capabilities. 

Endorsement

Certification 

Staircase of Development
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Sample Manual Chapters  
 

The Freeze Game provides physical self-regulation practice while children 
also develop math and literacy skills.  

Elkonin Boxes: Phonemic Awareness Activities 
Elkonin Boxes I-IV are a sequential series of games that provide mediation 

or a manipulative to support phonemic awareness. 

Magic Tree House characters Jack and Annie leave “secret messages” for 
K students! Teachers guide students through applying the three Tools 

reading strategies and using sight word and word pattern knowledge to 
figure out what Jack and Annie are telling them. 

Mystery Word Initial, EndingMystery Letter Initial, EndingElkonin I--Jump the SoundsElkonin II--Push the TokensElkonin IV--Word Models

Mystery Word Initial, EndingMystery Letter Initial, EndingElkonin I--Jump the SoundsElkonin II--Push the Tokens

Mystery Word Initial, Ending

Mystery Letter Initial, Ending

Elkonin I-Jump the Sounds

Elkonin II--Push the Tokens

Elkonin IV--Word Models

Mystery Word Initial, Ending

Elkonin I-Jump the Sounds

Elkonin II--Push the Tokens

Math Magic 
 With some help from a magic hat and wand, teachers lead children 

through the process of composing and decomposing numbers. 

Below you’ll find a brief description of each chapter included here: 

Jack & Annie’s Secret Message: 
Guided Decoding Practice 

Freeze Game: Physical Self-Regulation Practice 
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In Physical Self-Regulation Games, children learn to follow complicated directions and 
practice physical self-regulation by inhibiting specific movements until the appropriate 
moment. Music serves as a mediator for when to inhibit and perform specific actions. These 
games provide children practice in literacy and mathematics skills, with greater challenge as 
the level of the games increases. Some games involve numbers, counting, and geometric 
patterns; others involve letter identification, and by the end of the year, sight words.

Research shows that this kind of physical activity has a positive effect on learning if used as a 
warmup for tasks that demand attention, memory, and learning (Sibley & Etnier, 2000). In 
countries such as Japan and China, children do calisthenics prior to lessons in difficult subjects 
that require concentration. These activities should be used when children move from one block 
to the next without a movement break (for example, between Buddy Reading and the Math/
Science Block). At these times children are sitting down and going to another sit-down activity  
without a break. Exercise helps to energize the mind!

Purpose 
For children to:

• Strengthen symbolic representation
• Practice subitizing numbers and numeral recognition (Freeze on the Number)
• Practice letter and sight word recognition (Pattern Movement)
• Practice physical self-regulation: inhibitory control, working memory, cognitive

flexibility 
• Develop a sense of rhythm and physical motor action
• Engage in physical activity before highly demanding academic activities

Physical Self-Regulation Games Tools K Manuals, 7e

Common Core Standards

Counting & Cardinality: 4 (a), 6

Operations & Algebraic Thinking

Number & Operations in Base Ten

Measurement & Data

Geometry: 1, 2

Math Practices: 7

Reading: Foundational Skills: 1 (d),  3 (c)

Physical Self-
Regulation Games
All Year 
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Freeze GameFreeze Game

Structure 

Materials 
• Freeze Game cards—Pose cards with different levels of difficulty

• CD Player, MP3 music player, computer, or iPad with Freeze
Game song—We recommend Greg and Steve’s song “The Freeze”
from We All Live Together: Volume 2. It is important that the “stops”
be built into the song so no one has to run the music player.

Classroom Setup and Teacher Preparation

• The teacher chooses 5–6 cards for the game. At the beginning teachers
use fewer cards and repeat the poses. Teachers begin with Level 1
poses first.

• The teacher has the music player loaded with the Freeze Game music
and children are on the rug. The teacher identifies the boundaries for
the game.

Flow

• Rule introduction and review––The
teacher reviews the rules of the game with
the children. After the first few times,
teachers can shift to asking the children to
remind her of the rules before playing.
When the music is on, children look at the
picture, plan the pose in their minds, and
dance! When the music stops, children
assume the pose on the card. The rules
should also include the boundaries for dancing.

• Dancing and inhibiting the pose––The teacher starts the Freeze
Game music and holds up a Freeze Game card so children can see it
the entire time, prompting them to look at the card while they dance,
but not to stop in the position until the music ends. Children dance as
long as the music is playing.

Tools K Manuals, 7e Physical Self-Regulation Games

 

Level 1 Level 3Level 2 Level 4
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Flow

• Freezing in poses––When the music stops, children instantly stop and
“freeze” in the pose shown on the card (or for Freeze on the Number,
children hold up the correct number of fingers to represent the
number).

• New pose and the cycle continues––The teacher holds up a new card
each time the music stops. The children dance while the music is on,
look at the new card, and freeze in the pose when the music stops.

Activity 
Rules for 
Children

1. When the music is on, dance and look at the picture,
thinking about how to make the pose with your body.

2. When the music stops, freeze in the pose.
3. When the music starts again, dance and look at the new

pose, thinking about how to make the pose with your body
when the music stops.

Increasing 
the 
Challenge

Increase the challenge by:

• Increasing the level of difficulty of the pose
- Level 2 poses require more balance
- Level 3 poses cross the midline and are more complex
- Level 4 poses are partner poses 

• Changing the music—Use different freeze music (there are reggae,
bluegrass, and rock versions)

• Playing Freeze on the Number: Use cards showing
1–10 objects. Children freeze showing the number of
objects with their fingers.

• Playing Freeze on the Numeral: Use cards with the
numerals 1–10. Children freeze showing the number with
their fingers.

 Additional Learning:

• Increased self-regulation demands increase the child’s
attention and participation.

• Increased motor coordination

• Work with a partner (poses that require coordination with a partner)

• Learning to count and represent the number with fingers

• Learning to represent a numeral with a number of fingers

Physical Self-Regulation Games Tools K Manuals, 7e
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Two-Step Freeze Two-Step Freeze 

Structure 

Materials 

• Freeze Game cards, Number cards, or
Numeral cards—Same used in Freeze Game

• Color Key cards—Colored pieces of
construction paper, two sheets of each color.
Place one set behind each pose, posted on the
blackboard. Use the other set to hold up one
color at a time during the game.

• CD Player, MP3 music player, computer, or iPad with Freeze
Game song—We recommend Greg and Steve’s song “The Freeze”
from We All Live Together: Volume 2. It is important that the “stops”
be built into the song so no one has to run the music player.

Classroom Setup and Teacher Preparation
• The teacher posts two freeze poses on the blackboard, each one in

front of a different Color Key card (the color showing behind the pose 
card). The teacher has another set of the same Color Key cards to hold 
up during the game.

Flow

• Rule introduction and review––The teacher reviews the rules of the
game with the children. After the first few times, teachers can shift to
asking the children to remind her of the rules before playing. When the
music is on, children look at the color the teacher is holding up, then
look at the board to see the pose the color represents, plan the pose in
their minds, and dance! When the music stops, children assume the
pose.

• Dancing and inhibiting the pose––The teacher starts the Freeze
Game music and holds up a Key card so children can see it the entire
time, prompting the dancing children to think about the pose they’ll
freeze in. Children dance as long as the music is playing.

• Freezing in poses––When the music stops, children instantly stop and
“freeze” in the pose represented by the Color Key card.

• New Color Key card and the cycle continues––The teacher holds up
a new Color Key card each time the music stops (with two poses, the
teacher sometimes holds up the same color two times in a row to keep
it unpredictable). The children dance while the music is on, looking at
the new pose, and freeze when the music stops.

Tools K Manuals, 7e Physical Self-Regulation Games
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Activity 
Rules for 
Children

1. When the music is on, dance. Look at the color the teacher
is holding up and at the board to see the pose and think
about how to make the pose with your body when the music
stops.

2. When the music stops, freeze in the pose.
3. When the music starts again, dance and look at the color

the teacher is holding up now, thinking about how to make
the pose with your body when the music stops.

Increasing 
the 
Challenge

Increase the challenge by:
• Increasing to three or four poses set up with the Color Key cards
• Adding two new Key cards matching the colors

of the current Key cards, but with the “not”
symbol on them. When children see these cards,
they have to freeze in the opposite pose (for
example, the pose that is not on red).

Additional Learning:
• Increased self-regulation demands increase the child’s attention and

participation.
• Self-regulation––Inhibitory control, working memory, cognitive

flexibility

ementPatter

Physical Self-Regulation Games Tools K Manuals, 7e
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In a series of games using specially designed cards, 
children practice phonemic awareness—a foundational 
skill for decoding. Elkonin Boxes were invented by 
Daniel Elkonin to provide mediation or a manipulative 
to support phonemic awareness. One of the problems 
in learning phonemes is that you cannot see them. 
When you say a word, the phonemic sounds are 
blended together; the ear must be trained to hear the 
phoneme as a distinct unit. Phonemic awareness is an 
underlying skill necessary for sound-to-symbol 
correspondence, for the alphabetic principle (sounding 
out a word and representing it with letters from the 
first sound to the last), and for decoding(translating 
letters to letter sounds and blending them together to 
make a word). When children are skilled in phonemic 
awareness, pulling words apart and putting them back 
together becomes second nature.

Four different games use these boxes: Elkonin Boxes 
I––Jump the Boxes; Elkonin Boxes II––The Token 
Game; Elkonin III––How Many Sounds Game; and 
Elkonin IV––Word Model. Elkonin I and II are at 
about the same level of difficulty, although children 
practice the sounds differently. Elkonin III and IV are harder games. With teacher support, 
children begin playing Elkonin Boxes daily in small groups during the Literacy Skill Building 
Block. Play gradually shifts to at least once a week until the activity is moved to Literacy 
Centers in Week 18.

What Is a Phoneme?

Phonemes are a language’s smallest units 
of sound. For example, the first sound you 
hear in the word zebra is the phoneme that 
sounds like “zzz,” which textbooks typically 
show as “/z/” — a letter to represent the 
sound, enclosed in slashes. 
- Phonemes are not the same as a letter 
name. For example, the phoneme /z/ is 
represented by the letter Z, with a letter 
name pronounced “zee.” 
- A single phoneme can be represented by 
two different letters, like the /c/ in “cat” or 
the /k/ in kite.  Some letters make more 
than one sound, like the letter “c” which 
makes a /k/ sound as well as a /s/ sound as 
in “circle.”  
- Some phonemes are represented in 
English by a single letter, and some are 
represented by more than one letter, such 
as a digraph. In a digraph the sounds of the 
two letters are not distinct but form one 
sound (e.g., /ch/, /th/, /wh/, /sh/). Double 
vowels also form one phoneme.
-  Two consonants together, when they have 
distinct sounds such as a blend, are treated 
as two different phonemes.

Elkonin Boxes Tools K Manuals, 7e

 

Common Core Standards

Reading: Literature

Reading: Informational Text

Reading: Foundational Skills: 2 (b-d)

Writing

Speaking & Listening

Language

Elkonin Boxes
Phonemic Awareness

Weeks 2–30
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Purpose 

For children to:

• Learn that words can be divided into phonemes
• Learn how to identify the phonemes sequentially, in the order in which they appear in

words—an important precursor to mastering the alphabetic principle
• Learn how to blend separate sounds into a word
• Learn how to create a model of the composition of CVC words using the Consonant

and Vowel Maps
• Practice using different mediators to denote sounds (jumping, tokens, hand gestures)
• Become fluent in this technique in order to sound out words during Scaffolded Writing

Structure of this Activity 

Materials 
• Elkonin Box Cards—These are cards with pictures and boxes that

stand for the number of phonemes in each word. Not all cards 
are suitable for all activities. At the bottom of each card is a list 
of the Elkonin Activities for that specific card.

• Specific materials and directions are listed for each
game

Classroom Setup and Teacher Preparation
• Teacher chooses the correct type of Elkonin card for each

activity
• Other specific directions given for each activity

Flow—Steps of this Activity

• All games begin with the teacher guiding children in playing the
game and explaining each game’s specific rules.

• Hand gestures for the entire word and phoneme are always the
same.
- Fist when saying the word
- Fingers when saying the phonemes/sounds.  

Children tap one finger on the palm of the 
hand per sound. They tap one finger for one 
sound, two fingers for two sounds, three 
fingers for three sounds, and four fingers for four sounds.  

Mystery Word Initial, Ending
Mystery Letter Initial, Ending
Elkonin I, II, III, IV

Tapping the palm with a 
separate finger for each sound 
is important because it 
gesturally emphasizes the 
distinctness of each phoneme.

Elkonin Boxes Tools K Manuals, 7e
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Elkonin Boxes I—Jump the Boxes Elkonin Boxes I—Jump the Boxes 

Structure 

Materials 
• Elkonin Box Cards—Elkonin Cards labeled

Elkonin I. Start with three phoneme cards (three
boxes).

• Carpet Samples—5–7 non-slip carpet samples;
placemats (without designs) also work well and
often are non-skid.

Classroom Setup and Teacher Preparation
• The teacher sets up the same number of carpet

samples as boxes on the Elkonin Card. Two
additional samples are set up to represent the
word and are placed in a different orientation than the carpets
representing the sounds (see below).

Children stand in a row facing the boxes so that they see the jumper 
jumping from left to right (just like reading). The row is constantly 
shifting to the left as each child takes a turn being the jumper. After a 
child jumps he takes a spot at the end of the row.
• The teacher chooses 4–6 cards for the activity.

Flow

• One child at a time jumps the sounds––The jumping child says
the word and sounds as she jumps. She jumps the boxes to
correspond with saying the whole word, each phoneme, and then
the whole word again.

• The other children make hand gestures and say the whole word
and each of the sounds with the jumper.

- Fist as they say the word
- Fingers as they say the phonemes/sounds (tap one finger on the 

palm per sound)
- Fist as they say the word again

• A new Elkonin card is introduced and the activity continues.

Elkonin Boxes Tools K Manuals, 7e
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Activity 
Rules for 
Children 
!

Jumper
1. I say the word as I jump on the box for the word.
2. I say the sounds as I jump on the boxes for the sounds.
3. I say the word as I jump on the box for the word.

Children in line
1. I make a fist as I say the word.
2. I tap one finger on my palm for each sound (one finger for 

one sound, two fingers for two sounds, three fingers for 
four sounds, etc.).

3. I make a fist as I say the word.

Increasing 
the 
Challenge

Beginning with three-phoneme words, all children jump the same 
word before changing to a new one. Continue this until children have 
learned the gestures and are familiar with a number of words. Then 
increase the challenge by:
• Using three-phoneme words, but changing the word before each 

jumper
• Adding four-phoneme words, and having all children do the same 

words
• Using four-phoneme words, and changing the word before each 

jumper
• Making two different jumping paths, one for three-phoneme words 

and one for four-phoneme words. Mix the words up and have 
children choose the correct path.

Additional Learning:
• Increased practice in phonemic awareness
• Self-regulation––Inhibitory control, deliberate attention, cognitive 

flexibility

Elkonin Boxes Tools K Manuals, 7e
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Elkonin Boxes II—The Token Game Elkonin Boxes II—The Token Game 

Structure 

Materials 

• Elkonin Boxes—Elkonin II cards
• Teacher mediator card—The “Teacher” pushes

the tokens into the box.
• Student mediator card—The “Student” makes

the hand gestures.
• Tokens—Small tokens such as unifix cubes or

bingo chips that fit into the boxes; it’s best if the
tokens are all the same color for each pair of
children. Laminated pieces of paper can also
be used. Avoid using manipulatives like
counting bears that can be distracting.

Classroom Setup and Teacher 
Preparation

• Children work in pairs at a table—The teacher organizes the pairs at
the beginning, taking into consideration children’s:

- Level of Scaffolded Writing
- Level of child self-regulation

• Each pair has a set of “Teacher” and “Student” role cards, 6–8
tokens, and 4–6 Elkonin II Cards.

• The teacher chooses a set of 4–6 cards per pair, based on the pair’s
ability levels and knowledge of vocabulary.

Flow

• “Teacher” role––The child in the “Teacher” role places the tokens
under each phoneme box and:
• Points to the picture and says the word
• Says each sound as she pushes the tokens into the boxes
• Touches the picture and says the word

• “Student” role––The child in the “Student” role:
• Says the word when the “Teacher” touches it, making a fist

gesture for “whole word”
• Says each sound and taps one finger on the palm for each

sound as the “Teacher” pushes the tokens into the boxes
• Says the word while making a fist as the “Teacher” points to

the picture

Elkonin Boxes Tools K Manuals, 7e
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Flow

• Roles exchange and play continues––The children change roles
and continue, each child acting out both “Teacher” and “Student”
for every card.

Activity 
Rules for 
Children

“Teacher”
1. I put the tokens under the boxes.
2. I point to the picture as I say the word.
3. I push the token into the box as I say the sound.
4. I point to the picture as I say the word.
5. I change roles with my buddy.

“Student”
1. I make a fist as I say the word and the “Teacher” points to

the word.
2. I tap one finger on my palm for each sound as the

“Teacher” pushes the tokens into each box. I tap one finger 
on my palm for one sound, two fingers for two sounds, 
three fingers for four sounds, etc.

3. I make a fist as I say the word and the “Teacher” points to
the word.

4. I change roles with my buddy.

Increasing 
the 
Challenge

Beginning with three-phoneme words, both children in the pairs work 
through each word in “Teacher” and “Student” roles. Increase the 
challenge by:
• Using three-phoneme cards, with a new card each time as children

change roles (each card is done only once, in either the “Teacher” or
“Student” role), increasing the total number of different words in a
session

• Adding four-phoneme words, and having each child work through
both roles for every card

• Using four-phoneme cards, and having children change cards with
each exchange of roles

• Mixing three- and four-phoneme words together
Additional Learning:
• Increased practice in phonemic awareness
• Self-regulation––Cognitive flexibility

Elkonin Boxes Tools K Manuals, 7e
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Elkonin III—How Many Sounds? Elkonin III—How Many Sounds? 

Structure 

Materials 

• Elkonin III Cards—Cards have a
picture on the front and the Elkonin
boxes on the back.

• Elkonin Strips—The Elkonin boxes
for three-and four-phoneme words.

Classroom Setup and Teacher 
Preparation

• Three to four children are sitting at a
table with the teacher—this works best if
children are all seated in front of the
teacher (see photos).

• The teacher arranges the Elkonin strips
so that children can place the correct
cards under each strip.

• The teacher selects 5–6 Elkonin III cards with 3–4 phonemes.

Flow

• Guided Phoneme Segmentation–––The teacher puts an Elkonin III
card picture-side-up in front of the first child and prompts him to
sound out the word using Elkonin gestures.

Player: 
• Makes fist for the word
• Taps finger on palm for each phoneme
• Makes fist for the word again
• Remembers the number of phonemes (fingers) or uses peer

support to remember how many phonemes (fingers)
• Identifies how many phonemes––The child places the card

under the correct number of sounds.
Watchers:
• Say the word
• Say the phonemes and count the number of phonemes on

their fingers
• Say and show how many phonemes
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Flow

• Was it correct? Confirm the number of phonemes––The
watchers give a “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” to signal their
opinion, and the teacher and watchers help the player sound out the
word correctly and recount the phonemes if they think there is a
mistake. The player then turns over the card for final confirmation.

• Continued turn-taking––The teacher presents a new card to the
next child and the activity continues.

Activity 
Rules for 
Children

What I do
1. I pick a picture card and I say the word.
2. I tap the number of sounds in the word with my fingers.

One sound, one finger; two sounds, two fingers; three
sounds, three fingers; and four sounds, four fingers.

3. I count how many fingers/sounds are in my word.
4. I put the picture under the number of boxes that matches

the number of sounds in my word.
5. I turn it over to check.

What my buddies do
1. I play along. I say the word.
2. I tap the number of sounds, too.
3. I count how many fingers/sounds are in my word.
4. I see if my buddy was correct.

Increasing 
the 
Challenge

When children are familiar with the pictures on the cards, have learned 
how to play the game correctly, and can take turns successfully, 
increase the challenge by:
• Increasing independence––Have the children play this game

independently without a teacher leading it. Just like with the Dispute
Bag, the children have to begin by all agreeing not to look at the
boxes on the back of the card until after they’ve worked out the
number of sounds for themselves.

Additional Learning:
• Self-regulation––Inhibitory control, cognitive flexibility
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Elkonin IV—Word Models Elkonin IV—Word Models 

Structure 

Materials 
• Elkonin cards—Elkonin Cards labeled Elkonin

IV
• Consonant and Vowel Maps—A set for each

pair of children
• Teacher mediator card—The “Teacher” puts

the tokens on the right sound on the Sound
Maps

• Student mediator card—the “Student” makes
the hand gestures

• Tokens—A collection of 8–10 tokens in two
different colors for each pair of children (unifix cubes, bingo chips,
or laminated pieces of paper)

Classroom Setup and Teacher Preparation
• Children work in pairs at a table—

The teacher organizes the pairs at
the beginning, taking into
consideration children’s:

- Level of Scaffolded Writing
- Level of child self-regulation

• Each pair has a set of “Teacher”
and “Student” role cards, 8–10
tokens of two different colors, and
4–6 Elkonin IV Cards.

• The teacher chooses a set of 4–6 cards per pair, based on the pair’s
ability levels and knowledge of vocabulary.

• Consonant and Vowel Sound Color Assignment––The teacher
explains that the sounds on the Consonant Sound Map are going to
be a certain color tokens, while the sounds on the Vowel Sound Map
are another color. Children or the teacher place one of the correctly
colored tokens in the center of each map to help remember the color.
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Flow

• Reading the “code”–– The “Teacher” and “Student” discuss and
choose the correct colored tokens for each sound in the word (one
color for consonants, another for vowels). The “Teacher” puts them
below the boxes on the cards. The “Teacher” and “Student” name
the types of sounds, looking at the colored tokens below the boxes
(consonant, vowel, consonant), as the “Teacher” points to each
token, and then:

• “Teacher” role––
• Points to the picture and says the word
• Says each sound while pushing the tokens into the box
• Points to the picture and says the word

• “Student” role––The child in the “Student” role:
• Says the word when the “Teacher” touches it, making a fist

gesture for “whole word”
• Says each sound and taps one finger on the palm for each

sound as the “Teacher” pushes the tokens into the boxes
• Says the word while making a fist as the “Teacher” points to

the picture
• Roles exchange and play continues––The children change roles

and continue, each child acting out both “Teacher” and “Student”
for every card.

Activity 
Rules for 
Children

“Teacher”
1. I put the tokens under the boxes. I put a ___ token for

Consonants and ___ a token for Vowels.
2. I say what kind of sound (Consonant-Vowel-Consonant),

pointing to the different colored tokens.
3. I point to the picture and say the word.
4. I push the token into the box as I say the sound.
5. I point to the picture as I say the word.
6. I change roles with my buddy.
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Activity 
Rules for 
Children

“Student”
1. I help the teacher choose the right tokens for the sounds.
2. say what kind of sound (Consonant-Vowel-Consonant) when

the “Teacher” points to the token.
3. I make a fist as I say the word and the “Teacher” points to

the word.
4. I tap one finger on my palm for each sound as the

“Teacher” pushes the tokens into each box.
5. I make a fist as I say the word and the “Teacher” points to

the word.
6. I change roles with my buddy.

Increasing 
the 
Challenge

Begin with three-phoneme words. 
Increase the challenge by:
• Adding four-phoneme words
• Mixing three- and four-phoneme words together
Additional Learning:
• Increased practice in phonemic awareness
• Self-regulation––Deliberate attention, cognitive flexibility

 Tips from Tools Teachers

• Getting the gestures correct from the start makes all the difference in the
world––fist for the word, one finger for each sound, and fist for the word 
again. Once that’s established it becomes a tool children can use independently 
all the time. Getting the children to internalize the gestures was a lot harder 
than I imagined, and it took considerable scaffolding for some children to get it. 
We did hand-over-hand with some children while they watched the jumper in 
Elkonin Boxes I, which helped. We also really emphasized peer scaffolding in 
Elkonin Boxes II and strategically partnered those still struggling with children 
at a higher level, showing how the “Teacher” role helps the child makes the 
gestures. Most of our children had this down after Elkonin I, and the stragglers 
had it after a few weeks with Elkonin II.
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• We really had to work on articulation issues in the course of these activities.
For some children, you have to start with how they say the sounds. Some 
children add extra vowels at the end of the consonants, so they say “ca” instead 
of /c/.  I really had to work on this, making them repeat after me until they got 
the sounds right––and my co-teacher and I had to make sure we weren’t adding 
on those vowel sounds ourselves!

• The Elkonin games with tokens are the best for assessing what children
actually can do. The jumping game is definitely fun, but I noticed that more 
children make mistakes in producing the sounds and hand gestures, and some 
are just playing along with others.

• I had one child who just couldn’t put one finger out at a time for each sound.
I had that child use a chopping gesture with his full hand, but made sure the 
other children still did the single finger for each phoneme. I double-checked 
this child during Elkonin II and IV when he pushed the tokens into the box to 
be sure that he was understanding and hearing the separate phonemes. 

Elkonin Boxes Tools K Manuals, 7e
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Jack and Annie’s Secret Message continues in Semester II, occurring less frequently as it 
alternates with the Editor’s Eyes activity. As in the first semester, the strategies practiced in 
Jack and Annie’s Secret Message are applied to text that is at a level higher than some of the 
children’s independent reading skill. The Secret Messages are designed to expose children to a 
higher level of complexity to help them work together with peers and the support of the 
teacher to apply decoding strategies to more difficult words. Children at all levels of decoding 
benefit from this shared activity, and will receive support geared to their individual 
developmental levels in Buddy Reading² and the Literacy Skill Building Block.

In Semester II, the Secret Messages continue to grow in complexity, becoming longer and 
more grammatically complex to include vocabulary and descriptive words, multisyllabic 
words, sight words, and word patterns found in higher-level readers. The messages no longer 
have a picture on the back to confirm the text. This moves children to a higher level of 
decoding skill where the context of the sentence and not the picture is used to confirm 
decoding. Most children will still use illustrations to help them in their individual reading, but 
in this activity, checking new words by thinking about “Does this make sense with what I’m 
reading?” becomes a critical practice for reading more advanced texts. Many children are able 
to read picture-scaffolded texts, but the transition to books without many illustrations becomes 
a barrier to reading progress as they move to second grade. Learning to check new words 
using comprehension of what the sentence should mean will help children overcome this 
barrier.

Jack and Annie’s Secret Messages are reused in a number of activities—in the Literacy Skill 
Building Block activity, Decoding Detectives, Paired Buddy Reading, and as a choice during 
free time or a center Can Do activity. Teachers may find that they need multiple copies of 
these messages in a variety of forms—single messages, messages stapled together in booklets 
based on the Magic Tree House book, or in a three-ring binder. The messages are an important 
scaffold for children needing more decoding support midyear, and rereading the messages 
provides an opportunity to practice fluency. 
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Common Core Standards

Reading: Literature: 1, 3, 9, 10

 Reading: Informational Text: 1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 
10

Reading: Foundational Skills: 1 (a–d), 2 
(a–e), 3 (a–d), 4

Writing

Speaking & Listening: 1 (a–b), 2, 3, 4, 6 

Language: 1 (a–f), 4 (a–b), 5 (a–b), 6

Jack & Annie’s Secret 
Message 
Weeks 10–42
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Purpose 
For children to:

• New—Learn to self-monitor and reflect on reading. Practice using the “Does this make
sense with what I’m reading?” strategy and monitoring the meaning of the sentence

• New—Learn to use the context of the sentence to check decoding of a word
• Apply Reading Strategies to specific words rather than every word
• Learn to practice how to use the Tools Reading Strategies and Memory Bank while

reading meaningful text
• Learn to decode unfamiliar words using word patterns (including onset-rime strategies)
• Learn to decode unfamiliar words using sound-by-sound strategy
• Learn and practice using strategies to remember and read sight words
• Practice decoding text with teacher and peer support
• Reread text for fluency
• Cognitive self-regulation:

- Inhibitory control: ignoring information or a strategy until it is needed
- Working memory: remembering strategies, previously decoded letters, word 

patterns, and decoded words. Required for fluency––rereading the sentence 
without stumbling.

- Cognitive flexibility: moving back and forth between strategies and different 
conceptual levels

 Structure of this Activity 

Materials

• Secret Message envelope
• Secret Message— Available on eTools. See Pacing Guides for

the roll-out of messages. Messages no longer have a picture on 
the back.

• Whiteboard and markers—To rewrite the message
• Large Tools Reading Strategies Card
• Large Memory Bank—See the Pacing Guide for the

roll-out of suggested sight words
• Large Secret Word Decoders—(See examples, right)

Large transparency sheets with boxes for 1, 2, and 3 
letters. Some teachers find it easier to redraw the 
boxes as they are needed for each message because 
their printing varies slightly day to day. Redrawing Secret Word 

Decoders
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the boxes ensures that the box outlines the letters the children should focus on.
• Large Consonant, Vowel and Digraph Sound Maps––Posted and used when 

children cannot recall a symbol-to-sound correspondence
• Word Pattern Cards—From Word Building activity
• Three-ring binders—After being decoded, the messages related to each Magic Tree 

House book (both background and chapter reading weeks) are placed together in 
three-ring binders so they can be kept in a Buddy Reading tub. Many teachers use 
sheet protectors to hold the messages, as these are used in multiple activities. 

Classroom Setup and Teacher Preparation
• The teacher prints the Secret Message (available on eTools). See Pacing Guides for 

rollout of the messages.
• The teacher places the Secret Message in the envelope and leaves it where the children 

will discover it when returning to the classroom (after recess, specials, lunch, etc.). 
• The Secret Word Decoder; Consonant, Vowel, and Digraph Sound Maps; Large 

Reading Strategies; and the Memory Bank are all ready to use near where the 
teacher conducts the activity. 

Flow—Steps of this Activity

• Message discovery––The teacher finds the secret 
message and opens it (acting surprised), telling 
children they have a secret message.

• Message reveal: Enlarging for group 
decoding––The teacher copies the message 
without talking, using Scaffolded Writing and 
writing it large enough so that all the children 
can see it.  

• Guided decoding with children taking an active role––Using choral responses or 
“turn and talk” procedure, teachers prompt children to take an active role in the 
guided decoding. 
- Memory Bank––The children review the words on the Memory Bank card. The 

teacher decides when to erase a word on the card when most of the children 
can remember it and when a new word needs to be added.    

- Decoding of target words––The teacher and children read known words together 
and decode unknown words or target words (see Pacing Guide for guidance). 

- The teacher prompts the use of the “Have I seen this word before?” strategy 
when children hesitate on a word that the teacher knows they have seen 
before—In Semester II, this happens infrequently because children are 

Activity Rules for Children
1. Think about whether you’ve 

seen this word before.
2. Help the teacher by saying 

word patterns you see or the 
sounds for the letters. 

3. Blend the sounds into a word. 
4. Ask yourself if this makes sense 

with what you are reading.
5. Reread along with the group.
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developing a growing sight word vocabulary and have learned how to use this 
strategy.

- The children make the decision about which version of the “Can I build a 
word?” strategy would work for a specific word—When the word is the 
one children don’t remember or the teacher knows children have not 
encountered before, the group discusses whether it is a word with a word 
pattern, one that should be decoded sound-by-sound, or one that has a piece 
that they don’t know and so need help from the teacher (a special treatment 
word).  

- If children need the support of the Secret Word Decoder, the teacher draws 
the box around the letters on the transparency 

- The teacher leads a discussion of how children know that the newly decoded 
word “makes sense” with what is being read—The teacher and children 
reread the entire sentence together fluently up to and including the decoded 
word. It may be that there are not enough words yet so that rereading isn’t 
enough to know whether the word “makes sense.” If children have conflicting 
ideas about what the word is, that is fine. The important part is walking 
through the process of how to figure out if a word is the right one. Teachers 
can say “We’ll have to wait until we read some more.” The sentence may also 
be read with two different possibilities for the word children are decoding, so 
children can see which word makes more sense.

- The words in the sentence continue to be read as a group until the next 
unknown word—Many of the words can be read by the group; they will 
only need to stop to decode several emphasized target words.   

- Confirming the Message––For Level II messages, the text is used to confirm the 
message. The teacher leads a discussion about how to use text features other 
than the picture to figure out the meaning of the sentence.

• Semantic cues: The teacher prompts children to use their background
knowledge about the Magic Tree House story and about the life and 
times of the story to confirm the message (e.g., “This story is about 
the ocean, so this word has to have something to do with where 
they are.”).  

• Syntactic cues: Does this sound right? The children use grammatical
cues based on oral language to confirm the message—“We think 
this word is ‘read’ (as in ‘I am going to read a book’), but the 
sentence says ‘Jack read that submarines were invented in the 
1800’s.’ Does that sound right? What else could this word be?” 

- Comprehension cuing and discussion––The teacher asks children to think and 
talk with a Buddy: “What are Jack and Annie telling us? What can this mean? 
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Can you make a connection between what we know about the story (or time 
and place) and this message?”

Increasing the Challenge as Children Grow

Starting Point

Using a planned “Secret Message,” the teacher models the decoding process by talking 
through the Reading Strategies aloud and demonstrating how to use the Memory Bank 
card. The teacher uses the Secret Word Decoder to help visually isolate the letter, digraph, 
or word pattern the group is working on. Children participate by decoding and reading 
along with the teacher.

When Increase the Challenge By . . .  

Weeks 20 to 
the end of 
school

• Providing practice in the decoding of new words that are found in
higher-level readers, levels E to J. These include the 100 highest-
frequency sight words, words with the 37 most frequently used word
patterns, and a number of the 300 most frequently occurring words in
early readers.

• Prompting children to lead the “metacognitive” aspects of decoding
by reflecting aloud with minimal teacher support on whether a strategy is
needed, and identifying which strategy will be useful for a decoding
challenge.

• Encouraging active discussion about how to confirm if a word “makes
sense” by using context to confirm.

Additional Learning:
• Application of Reading Strategies to increasingly difficult words
• Exposure to words and word patterns found in higher-level readers
• Increased ability to remember and read multisyllabic words
• Development of “metacognitive” skills in identifying and reflecting on

strategy use
• Further development of comprehension of text skills by using

semantic and syntactic cues to decode
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 Tips from Tools Teachers

• As the messages became more complex and we stopped having pictures on the
back, I realized how difficult it is to figure out whether you have decoded the 
word correctly from the context, especially if the word looks like other words 
that would make sense. I looked at this as an important opportunity to “talk 
through” the process and make my children “thinking” readers.

• At first I worried, as I have a few children who are barely reading AB books and
Jack and Annie’s Secret Messages had really progressed much farther than 
this. What I noticed, though, is that this is such a motivating activity. There were 
still words that my lower-level readers recognized and sounds they could contribute 
to decoding the “special treatment words,” and they were so excited to participate 
with the group. Using Double Talk was a way for me to get everyone involved in 
the focus word decoding. They really liked it. They often chose these messages to 
read at another time because for some reason, they could remember the more 
difficult words!

• I ended up having to make multiple copies of these messages for book tubs
because they were so popular. Children were grabbing the dispute bag to settle who 
got the binder! 
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Working in pairs, children play Math Magic, practicing decomposing numbers and writing a 
number sentence to represent the operation. One child is the Magician, who shows the 
Audience an array of objects. He then hides the array and puts a number of objects into a cup 
(the “Magician’s Hat”). Then, “abracadabra,” the array is revealed. The Audience uses the 
number of objects in sight on the table to determine how many objects are in the Magician’s 
Hat; the Magician reveals the number of hidden objects, and children write a number sentence 
representing the “magic trick.” The activity is introduced in math centers, with the teacher as 
Magician and children as the Audience. 

Purpose 

For children to:
• Practice decomposing numbers without manipulatives for numbers under 5, and with

manipulatives under 20
• Learn to create a number sentence or equation that represents the decomposition

operation (e.g., 5 = 2 + 3 and 5 = 4 + 1).
• Practice counting objects and associating a specific quantity with one numeral
• Practice subitizing—Fluently identifying the number of objects in an array without

counting (for numbers 5 and under)
• Practice writing numerals
• Practice self-regulation

- Inhibitory Control—Taking turns, staying in a role 
- Working Memory—Remembering the total number, the number that is hidden, and 

remembering the directions
- Cognitive Flexibility—Mentally shifting between a quantity of objects and the 

number they represent, shifting between the total number and different 
representations of that number
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Common Core Standards

Counting & Cardinality: 3, 4 (a–c), 5, 6, 7 

Operations & Algebraic Thinking: 1, 3 

Number & Operations in Base Ten

Measurement & Data

Geometry

Mathematical Practices: 1, 2, 3, 4, 7

Math Magic
Number Decomposing and Composing

Weeks 10–42 

Page 38



Structure of this Activity 

Materials 
• Manipulatives—For both the magician and

the audience. Each child should have a set 
of manipulatives of the same color so the 
focus is on number and not color.  

• Math Magic Folder—One side has the
Magician’s View for the role of the 
magician (hat on the table). The other side 
is the Audience view (stage with 
Magician’s table and hat). (Available on 
eTools)

• A Magic Hat (A cup with a napkin)—
This is where the magician places the 
manipulatives that have 
“disappeared.”

• Math Magic Numeral Cards––Cards
with numbers 1–10 (available on 
eTools)

• Audience Magic Mat—The Magic Mat
is placed in a sheet protector for 
children to use when manipulating the objects to 
figure out how many objects have disappeared, and to write 
a number sentence. (Available on eTools) 

• Dry erase markers and erasers (socks, felt, or fabric scraps)
—One set per child for when the teacher is the magician, one 
per pair when children play in pairs 

• Whiteboard and dry erase marker—For teacher use when
the teacher is the magician

• Individual Whiteboards—Used when children no longer need the Audience Magic
Mat 

Classroom Setup and Teacher Preparation
• Material organization for playing Math Magic with the teacher as the Magician––

The teacher needs the magician’s materials: manipulatives, Math Magic Folder, 
Magic Hat, Math Magic Numeral Card, and a whiteboard with a dry erase marker.  
As the Audience, children each need a set of manipulatives, a dry erase marker and 
an eraser, and an Audience Magic Mat in a sheet protector.

Math Magic Folder

Math Magic!

Math Magic audience view

 3 = 3 + 0 + 

 3 = 2 + 1 + 

+  3 = 1 + 2 

 3 = 0 + 3 + 

 3 

3

Math Magic Numerals Card

Audience Magic Mat 
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• Material organization for independent partner play––The teacher organizes the 
manipulatives, Math Magic Folder, Magic Hat, Magic Numeral Cards, Audience 
Magic Mat, and dry erase marker and eraser in sets for pairs of children. These can 
be set up in the math center before children arrive.

• Teacher as Magician—Children are seated in front of the teacher so they cannot see 
what the teacher is doing. If this cannot be arranged, then the Audience members 
close their eyes.  

• Independent Partner Play—Children sit across from each other so that the Audience 
cannot see what the Magician is doing. If this cannot be arranged, then the Audience 
member closes his eyes when the Magician is working his magic.

Flow—Steps of this Activity

When the Teacher is the Magician

• Magician reveals a numeral card––The teacher 
picks a numeral card and shows it to the 
children. This is the number of objects they 
will begin with.

• Magician and Audience count out the number 
of objects––The teacher (Magician) counts 
aloud the number of objects and asks children 
if this is correct. The children make the same 
array with their manipulatives on the Magic 
Mat, counting out loud.

• Hocus Pocus: objects disappear––The teacher 
places the Math Magic Folder in front of the 
objects and places a specific number of objects 
in the Magic Hat (cup) and covers it.

• Remaining objects are revealed––The teacher says “Abracadabra . . . how many 
objects have disappeared into the Magic 
Hat?”

• Audience members determine how many 
objects are in the Magic Hat––The children 
talk over how many objects should be moved 
and put that number in the picture of the 
Magic Hat. 

• Magician confirms––The teacher confirms the 
right answer by showing what was in the cup.  

Activity Rules for Children 
When Teacher is the Magician
What the Audience Does
1. Count with the magician to 

make sure she has counted out 
the right number of objects. 

2.Count out the same number of 
objects on your Magic Mat.

3.Figure out how many objects 
disappeared into the hat.

4.Did your number match what 
the magician shows you? 

5.Write a number sentence for 
the magic trick.

6.Check your number sentence 
and read it aloud to your 
buddy.

Teacher demonstrates how 
to use the Magic Mat
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• Number sentence writing––The teacher and children write
a number sentence to express what happened. For 
example, they write 5 = 3 + 2. The teacher demonstrates 
in the beginning, counting out the number of objects and 
using the numeral card. The children write along with her 
on their individual boards. Once children understand how 
to write the number sentence, they write it first, and the 
teacher (Magician) writes one after the audience to 
confirm the correct answer. The teacher shows the 
children how to check by looking at the back of the 
Numeral Card. 

• Number sentence read aloud––The teacher and children read the number sentence
aloud, and then the teacher asks children to read it to each other. Once children 
understand how to read the number sentence, the teacher asks children to tell a 
buddy first. Then the group reads it aloud together. 

• Continuing the cycle with the same number of objects––The Magician (teacher)
repeats the process with the same number of objects until they have explored all of 
the possible decompositions for each number, up to 10. The teacher determines how 
many to do depending on the level of the children. For lower numbers, teachers can 
do more than two numbers at a sitting. 

When Children Play Independently in Pairs

• The Magician sets up the magic stage—The
Magician sets out the the folder, the hat, a set of 
manipulatives, and the number card. The 
Audience member sets up the Audience Magic 
Mat with numerals and a dry erase marker.

• The Magician chooses a numeral card and
shows the Audience  

• The Magician and the Audience count out that
number of objects—The magician places the 
objects on the table (stage) and the Audience 
places the objects on the Magic Mat. The 
Magician and the audience have to agree that 
they both have the same number of objects as the numeral card.  

• Hocus Pocus: objects disappear––The Magician hides the hat and the objects behind
the Math Magic folder so that the Audience cannot see. If the Audience can see, the 
Magician asks him to close his eyes. The magician places a number of objects in the 
hat.

Activity Rules for Children 
Playing with a Buddy
What the Magician Does
1. Choose a number card and

count out that many objects.
2.Hide the stage and put some of

the objects from the table into
the Magic Hat.

3.Show the audience the stage
and ask, “How many objects are
in the hat?”

4.Check the audience’s answer by
showing what is in the hat.

5.Check the audience’s number
sentence by looking at the back
of the card.
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• Remaining objects are revealed––After hiding the objects in the hat, the Magician
says “Abracadabra . . .” and takes away the folder so the Audience can see the 
number of objects left on the table. 

• The Audience figures out how many objects

are in the hat—The magician asks the 
Audience “How many objects have 
disappeared into the hat?” The Audience uses 
the manipulatives to figure out how many 
objects are in the hat, and tells the Magician 
the number.

• The Magician and Audience confirm the
number––The Magician reveals the number of 
manipulatives in the Magic Hat and checks the 
Audience’s answer. 

• Number sentence writing and reading––The
Audience writes a number sentence and reads 
it to the Magician. The Magician checks it by 
looking at the back of the Math Magic Numeral card.

• Continuing the cycle with the same number of objects––The Magician does a total
of three numbers, or ‘tricks’ and then the children change roles. 

Increasing the Challenge as Children Grow

Starting PointStarting Point

The teacher starts by taking the role of the Magician, with the children sharing the role of 
the Audience. The group works with numbers 3 and under:

• 1: 0 + 1; 1 + 0
• 2: 0 + 2; 1 + 1; 2 + 0
• 3: 0 + 3; 1 + 2; 2 + 1; 3 + 0

The teacher starts by taking the role of the Magician, with the children sharing the role of 
the Audience. The group works with numbers 3 and under:

• 1: 0 + 1; 1 + 0
• 2: 0 + 2; 1 + 1; 2 + 0
• 3: 0 + 3; 1 + 2; 2 + 1; 3 + 0

When Increase the Challenge By . . .  

When children 
master 
decomposition 
of numbers   
1–3 

• Asking children to figure out as many combinations as possible
for numbers 1–3

• Adding the decomposition of numbers 4–6
- 4: 0 + 4; 1 + 3; 2 + 2; 3 + 1; 4 + 0
- 5: 0 + 5; 1 + 4; 2 + 3; 3 + 2; 4 + 1; 5 + 0

Activity Rules for Children 

What the Audience Does
1. Count with the magician to

make sure he has counted out 
the right number of objects. 

2.Count out the same number of
objects onto your Magic Mat.

3.Figure out how many objects
disappeared into the hat.

4.Check to see if your answer
matches what was in the hat. 

5.Write a number sentence for
the magic trick and read it 
aloud.

6.Ask the magician to check the
number sentence. 

Math Magic Tools K Manuals, 7e
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- 6: 0 + 6; 1 + 5; 2 + 4; 3 + 3; 4 + 2; 5 + 1; 6 + 0
Additional Learning:
• Decomposition of numbers 4, 5, 6
• Recognizing numerals 1–6
• Counting objects and relating them to numbers
• Writing and reading a number sentence expressing decomposition of

numbers 1–6
• Learning about commutative property of addition (3 + 2 is the same as

2 + 3)
• Self-regulation––Working memory and deliberate attention

When children 
master 
decomposition 
of numbers 6 
and under 

• Asking children to figure out as many combinations as possible
for numbers 4–6

• Adding the decomposition of numerals 7–10
- 7: 0 + 7; 1 + 6; 2 + 5; 3 + 4; 4 + 3; 5 + 2; 6 + 1; 7 + 0
- 8: 0 + 8; 1 + 7; 2 + 6; 3 + 5; 4 + 4; 5 + 3; 6 + 2; 7 + 1; 8 + 0
- 9: 0 + 9; 1 + 8; 2 + 7; 3 + 6; 4 + 5; 5 + 4; 6 + 3; 7 + 2; 8 + 1; 9 + 0
- 10: 0 + 10; 1 + 9; 2 + 8; 3 + 7; 4 + 6; 5 + 5; 6 + 4; 7 + 3; 8 + 2; 9 + 1;

10 + 0

When children 
master 
decomposition 
of numbers 6 
and under 

• Asking children to figure out as many combinations as possible
for numbers 7–10

Additional Learning:
• Decomposition of numbers 7–10
• Writing and recognizing numerals 1–10
• Counting greater quantities of objects and relating them to numbers
• Writing and reading a number sentence expressing decomposition of

numbers 1–10
• Learning about commutative property of addition (4 + 3 is the same as

3 + 4)
• Self-regulation––Working memory and deliberate attention

Tools K Manuals, 7e Math Magic
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Tips from Tools Teachers

• I found it was easiest to do this with two math centers at a time, with a group
of 8–10 children. That way I could act as the Magician but could also monitor 
what the children were doing. As they began to do it on their own, they still 
needed my help keeping the roles straight.

• Organization is a key to this activity. Having all of the Magician’s materials in
one bag and the Audience’s materials in the other is very helpful.

• ‘Real’ magic hats make this a lot of fun!––Party stores have inexpensive hats
that can serve as magician hats; when I started using these, children got into the 
dramatizing of it in a new way, being theatrical like real magicians and saying 
“abracadabra!” I even went out and got magic wands to make it more fun

Math Magic Tools K Manuals, 7e
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Year 2 Core Certification Track 
2 full-day workshops (12 hours) 
In-person or Virtual Technical Assistance 
Focus on becoming more skillful practitioners: 
Developing 5 core teaching capabilities, using data to 
improve instruction and child outcomes 

Tools of the Mind Subscription 
Participation in Regional Community of Practice events 
Certification opportunity in one or more Tools teaching 
capabilities 
Focus on growth & sustainability: Continuous 
improvement in data-driven instruction, application of 
Tools’ core capabilities and reflecting on practice and latest 
developments with Tools colleagues and staff 

Year 1 Core 
5 full-day workshops (30 Hours) 
In-person or Virtual Technical Assistance 
Focus on learning by doing: implementation of Tools 
approach, learning theory, deepening understanding of 
child development through Tools activities 

Endorsement & Program Capability Building 
1 full day workshop (6 hours) 
In-person or Virtual Technical Assistance 
Focus on excellence: Preparing for endorsement, 
becoming reflective practitioners engaged in continuous 
cycle of improvement  
Coach or Administrator certification to endorse teachers 

OUR APPROACH 
Partnership to Improve Outcomes 

2 

3 

4 

We partner with your program or school to 
build internal capacity and sustainability. 
Building teachers’ capacity to meet today’s 
challenges in early childhood settings is 
our primary focus. By augmenting system-
wide capacity through partnerships with 
administrators and coaches, schools and 
districts sustain improvements in the long 
term. We encourage administrators and 
coaches to attend our workshops, 
participate in our Technical Assistance 
support, and reach out to us with 
questions and reflections. Through 
effective and responsive partnerships, 
together we improve outcomes for all 
children.  

1 
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PARTNERSHIP TIMELINE  
Designed for Success: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

June/ 
September

October/ 
November

December/ 
February

March/ 
May

June/ 
September

Yr 1 Core 
Workshop 2Yr 1 Core 

Workshop 1
(2-days)

Yr 1 Core 
Workshop 3

Yr 1 Core 
Workshop 4

Technical Assistance—In Person or Virtual

Yr 2 Core 
Workshop 2

Yr 2 Core 
Workshop 1

Plan Partnership 
for next SY

Yr 3 Core 
Workshop

Communities of Practice
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A roadmap to developing key understandings and learning 
how to implement Tools practices & activities runs across all 
Core Workshops. Below you will find the Learning Objectives 
for the first day of our Year 1 Core Workshop series. 

Professional Development 
Learning Objectives 

Partnering with programs to build 
capacity and sustainability  
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Partnering with parents  

Resources  
We offer many resources to help you partner with parents. Tools of the Mind Back 
to School Night presentations, overview brochures, newsletters and more help 
you communicate our approach to parents and develop learning partnerships that 
extend beyond the doors of your school. 
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Christina Seix Academy Success Story 
Christina Seix Academy sought an evidence-based curriculum that could provide 
engaging experiences for their children and a robust professional development program 
for their faculty. 
 
 

I could go on and on about the many positive results I’ve seen with my 
students using the Kindergarten Tools of the Mind curriculum. My students 
are progressing into First Grade performing at a much higher level 
academically, socially, and emotionally, than I’ve seen with other programs. 
Because of the focus on self-regulation and the use of various mediators, 
such as the Dispute Bag, I see much less tattling and arguing.  The students 
are able to solve problems independently and regulate their own behavior. 
 

C A R I  W E L S H  
Kindergarten Lead Teacher, Christina Seix Academy 

School Successes:  
The impact of Tools  

86% of these students already meet/exceed the 
beginning of the year 1st grade Literacy 

benchmark 

36% of these students exceeded the 1st grade 
level expectation, scoring at the beginning of 2nd 

Grade reading level. 

 

Current Literacy data (August 2015) on our incoming 1st Graders, who began 
Tools in 2012 as 3 year olds: 
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D R .  K A R E N  A N D R E  
Principal, Lafayette Learning Center 

We love using Tools of the Mind in our classrooms. It has helped us to work 
together as a teaching team to provide stronger instruction for our students. 
We have seen great gains, supported by data, for all of our students--those 
with typical and atypical development, those learning a second language, 
those from various incomes, etc. 
 

C Y N T H I A  W A L K E R  
Special Education Kindergarten Teacher, School No. 1 

I just completed the 4th year using Tools in my self-contained Special 
Education Kindergarten classroom. Each year was different, each student 
unique, yet I am amazed with the gains every child made. Never in my 32 
year teaching career have students developed such independence. They 
have also increased communication skills and phonemic awareness 
consistently. Students in a Tools classroom are much more engaged, time on 
task increased significantly, and I have many more opportunities to work one 
on one or in small groups with students. 
 
 

What are Tools teachers and administrators saying?  

School Successes:  
The impact of Tools  
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Innovative approaches and 
thoughtful integration of technology 

 

 
PowerTools Reading System 

 
The PowerTools reading system is an innovative, iPad-
based approach to reading instruction. It mirrors the 
Tools approach to reading by embedding our three 
reading strategies into the app, providing continuous, 
real-time support and feedback. With PowerTools, 
children are able to take on greater decoding challenges 
than they could alone, and time spent reading connected 
text increases dramatically. 
 

Each original, science-based early reader 
is closely tied to Magic Tree House themes 
and written at multiple levels, so every 
child is able to access the same engaging 
content regardless of their reading level.  
 

The Analytics Portal captures data on each 
child’s time spent reading, their use of reading 
strategies, and how they performed on 
comprehension and decoding checks. You can 
view data from when you read with the child, as 
well as from when they read with a partner, 
giving you insight into their reading patterns 
both when you are and aren’t there! 
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 PowerTools Reading System 
Proven Results 

Innovative approaches and 
thoughtful integration of technology 

Launched in classrooms with 70% economically disadvantaged students where

46% of 3rd grade children met or exceeded literacy expectations. *
 

Using PowerTools: 

82% of children scored at grade-level or above (Level 3 and above)
o 59% exceeded grade-level (Level 4 and above)
o 27% significantly exceeded grade-level (Level 8 and

above)

With 
PowerTools 

Before 
PowerTools 

Ti
m

e 
Sp

en
t R

ea
di

ng
 

C
on

ne
ct

ed
 T

ex
t 

*NJ School Performance Report, Carteret Boro (2017-2018); Grade 3 English Language Arts/Literacy Assessment

 
 

A total of 69% of Kindergarten children met or 
exceeded grade-level reading expectations;

44% of them exceeded grade-level expectations
(Level 4 and above on the Developmental Reading 
Assessment 2) 

In pilot studies, 
PowerTools tripled 
the amount of time 
children engaged in 
supported reading 
of connected text. 

Spotlight on One Classroom 

Impact on Time Spent Reading 
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K PowerTools Testimonials

Every one of my kids wanted to 
read. . . Even my kids who were 
always afraid of reading, love to 
read. 
 

I would do Buddy Reading with a higher 
and lower child and I found they really 
helped each other . . . they would show 
each other how to press the toolbox and 
sound it out together. It was a group thing 
and it was really nice. 

I feel that children are engaged with reading 
longer. They have to work together, they 
have to take turns and develop self-regulation 
while waiting for their turn. 

Innovative approaches and 
thoughtful integration of technology 

PowerTools Developmental 
Writing Assessment

• The iPad-based Developmental Writing
Assessment captures children’s writing process
on the screen in a video format

• Each child’s developmental trajectory and record
of teacher scaffolding is displayed visually for
teachers on the Analytics Dashboard

• Teachers can track each child’s development over
time and identify their growing use of sound to
symbol correspondences

• Teachers can identify children who are
behind in meeting benchmarks and flag
children who require additional support

• Naturalistic data collection in the
course of daily classroom activities
provides a powerful tool for
understanding the link between
children’s writing and reading
development
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K I N D E R G A R T E N  T E A C H E R
K Teacher, Gillett Elementary School, Wisconsin 

The Power of a PreK to K Approach 

Tools of the Mind PreK
Programs that implement Tools of the Mind’s curriculum in both PreK and K have shown even 
better results. Are you interested in giving the children in your program 2 years of Tools to develop 
the underlying skills that will have a long-range impact on their development in the school years 
and beyond? 

Contact information@toolsofthemind Today! 

Students that came to kindergarten from a Tools 
PreK are able to work cooperatively. They have an ability 
to regulate themselves that we haven't seen before and 
we spent much less time having to establish classroom 
rules and routines.   

Students are so engaged in what we are doing in the 
classroom that behaviors have improved so much. It’s 
exciting to see students learn through playing games 
with peers. Parents have expressed how impressed they 
are with what their children are able to do at this level.   
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