Tools of the Mind

Category:  Executive Functions 

Grade Level:  K – Grade 2

1. What is the purpose of Tools of the Mind? 

Tools of the Mind stems from the idea that education should “arm” children with a set of mental tools that enable them to be successful in school. Through explicit instruction, young children learn to master these mental tools, which are the underlying cognitive abilities that subserve higher mental functions and allow for academic success. These basic mental tools, often referred to as executive functions, include deliberate memory, focused attention and the ability for self-regulation. This curriculum places greatest emphasis on the activities and interactions that are most beneficial in teaching children these “tools of the mind”.      

2. With whom can it be used? 

This curriculum-based program can be used with children in kindergarten through grade 2. The format of this program allows for its use on a variety of children with a range of cognitive and intellectual abilities. The premise of the program purports that all children require these essential mental tools to maximize their achievement, and therefore, its use is not limited to children with a particular disability. Furthermore, the developers attribute some of the growing prevalence of learning and attention disorders to poorly developed executive functions and views its explicit training as a preventative measure.
3. What is the format of Tools of the Mind? 

Tools of the Mind is a full-day curriculum-based program designed to be implemented across a wide variety of subject areas. Studies have shown that in order for benefits to generalize, supports, training and challenges to these mental tools must be interwoven into all academic activities throughout the child’s school day. The curriculum is based on the major tenets of the program which include:

· Children construct their own knowledge – Children are active participants in their own learning and construct their own understanding within their social context. This cognitive construction will always be socially mediated and social context will have a profound influence on how and what children think. This social context is considered at multiple levels including the teacher, peers, family, school and general cultural or social influences.
· Language plays a central role in cognitive development – Language is more than just how we communicate; rather, language is an actual mechanism for thinking. Language is a mental tool through which external experience and learning is converted into an internal understanding. Therefore, the curriculum places extraordinary emphasis on developing literacy prerequisites for reading and writing including phonemic awareness, knowledge of letters and familiarity with the conventions of print.

4. What teaching procedures should be used with Tools of the Mind? 

The Tools of the Mind curriculum utilizes specific teaching procedures and is guided by the principles of development espoused by Vygotsky. Some important concepts and procedures that teachers implement include:
· Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
This term was coined by Vygotsky to conceptualize the relationship between learning and development. This refers to the distance between a child’s actual developmental level when working individually and the level of potential development determined through working with adult guidance. The lower boundary marks the level of the child’s independent performance and the higher boundary represents their assisted performance - the maximum a child can achieve with help. Teachers should strive to focus on the potential achievement a child can attain – “what a child is able to do in collaboration today, he will be able to do independently tomorrow” (Vygotsky). 

· Scaffolds
Teachers provide scaffolds, or aids, to enable the child to perform at levels closest to the upper limit of their zone of proximal development. Scaffolds are tools used to facilitate learning and help children move from assisted to independent performance. As the child’s learning progresses, less scaffolding is required until the child can eventually perform the task independently. An example of a scaffold is a mediator, which is an external intermediary between an environmental stimulus and an individual response. The mediator is used to prompt a specific, correct response. For example, in buddy reading, the child who is listening will be given a line drawing of an ear. This mediator acts as a prompt – to help the child remember to listen and inhibit speaking out of turn. When the child has internalized this response, the scaffold is no longer needed.  
· Using Shared Activities
Teachers encourage peer-shared activities that provide a meaningful social context for learning. This allows children to regulate each other’s behaviour, which enables them to develop the ability to regulate these behaviours in themselves. Teachers help to plan, monitor and modify the shared activities to promote self and other-regulation of behaviour. 

· Private Speech 
Teachers encourage the use of private speech, which is self-directed audible speech critical to the development of self-regulation. Teachers encourage this by modeling private speech when introducing new activities, particularly those that require monitoring of one’s actions.
· Leading Activities 
This refers to the optimal activity that leads to maximal achievement of the developmental milestones that are most important to a child at a particular period of life. These activities facilitate the internalization of previously learned skills and the transition to acquiring more complex ones. 

1) Kindergarten

Leading Activity: Mature dramatic play

Developmental Accomplishments: symbolic function, integration of emotions and thinking, imagination, development of self-regulation

2) Elementary School (Grade 1-2)

Leading Activity: Learning activities

Developmental Accomplishments: theoretical reasoning, emergence of higher mental functions, motivation to learn, intellectual curiosity
· Dynamic Assessment
Teachers conduct evaluations of student progress using dynamic assessments. This involves evaluating the level of assisted performance and is contrary to traditional measures of standardized tests, which assess competencies based on snapshots of static abilities at a given moment in time. Rather, teachers consider what the student is able to do with guidance, which is purported to be a more reliable indicator of a child’s competence. Furthermore, this provides valuable information regarding which supportive interventions aided learning in each individual child. 
5. In what type of settings should Tools of the Mind be used? 

The Tools of the Mind curriculum is suitable for implementation in entire classroom settings from kindergarten to grade 2. The curriculum does not require additional classroom resources or materials – much of what is required can typically be found in classroom settings. Teachers require training to effectively administer the curriculum, which involves 12 full-day workshops over 2 years and 12 additional days of in-classroom follow-up by certified Tools teacher trainers. 

6. To what extent has research shown Tools of the Mind to be useful? 

The Tools of the Mind curriculum is purported be beneficial for children between the ages of 3-7 (K to grade 2). Empirical studies assessing the efficacy of this program demonstrate significantly higher cognitive and literacy abilities in students randomly assigned to Tools of the Mind compared to control curricula. Students trained in this program show higher rates of self-regulation, improvements in executive functions including working memory, attention and inhibitory control as well as show gains in early literacy skills. In addition to student benefits, teachers trained to implement Tools of the Mind scored higher in classroom management measures, used classroom time more productively and had a higher rate of cognitively challenging student interactions as measured by various classroom rating scales. Furthermore, the International Bureau of Education (a district of UNESCO) named Tools of the Mind an exemplary innovative educational program in 2001 for its unique approach in improving the cognitive capacities of young children.
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