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Success in education today builds not just cognitive but 
character fortitude. 

It is about curiosity – opening minds; it is about compassion –
opening hearts; and it is about courage – mobilising our 
cognitive, social and emotional resources to take action. 

These qualities, or social and emotional skills [...] are also 
weapons against the greatest threats of our time: ignorance –
the closed mind; hate – the closed heart; and fear – the enemy 

of agency.”

Andreas Schleicher, OECD, 2021
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Why Are We Focusing 
on Self-Regulation?

In 2018, kindergarten teachers 
reported that half or more of 
their classes had difficulty 
working independently, 
following directions, and 
working as part of a group. 

The number of teachers who 
said that half or more of the 
class had difficulty nearly 
doubled relative to the Rimm-
Kaufman et al. (2000) study.

In 2000, kindergarten teachers 
identified “difficulty following 
directions” as one of the top 
problems interfering with 
children’s learning success.



Early self-control can predict 
health, wealth, and crime

A teacher’s ability to improve 
noncognitive skills has more 
effect on graduation rates than 
does their ability to raise test 
scores 
Noncognitive skill development 
interventions improve student 
achievement and reduce 
behavior-related problems 

Why Are We Focusing 
on Self-Regulation?
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Tools of the Mind is based 
upon research on how young children 
learn best and reach their potential.

• Develops Executive Functions 
that lead to self-regulation and 
academic skills

• Scaffolds based on individual 
child development

• Integrates Make-Believe Play 
and Playful Learning as leading 
activities 

• Teaches children how to learn
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Self-Regulation 

• Cognitive self-regulation 
allows children 
– plan, monitor, and evaluate 

their behaviors;
– adjust their behaviors when 

necessary

• Social-emotional self-
regulation allows children
– inhibit negative responses;
– delay gratification

When working on a challenging problem in the face of repeated errors 
children need to engage both: cognitive self-regulation AND social-
emotional self-regulation.



Self –Regulation is Built on 
Executive Functions 

• Executive Functions are a 
set of higher-level cognitive 
skills needed to regulate 
our thoughts, emotions, 
and actions. 

• Executive Functions 
originate in the brain’s 
prefrontal cortex



The Development of Executive Functions
https://developingchild.harvard.edu

• Executive functions and academic achievement are strongly related
• Executive functions are malleable through early childhood and adolescence 
• Environments can hinder or support  the development of executive functions



How does self-regulation impact 
behavior and learning? 



Without and With Self-regulation 

Children can take turns, share materials, 
and wait for their turn. They can use 
strategies like asking for something they 
want, or playing with something else while 
they wait. They can use social problem 
solving skills and work as a “study buddy” 
independently.

Children think first and then 
act

Children have a hard time waiting and 
sharing materials and toys. They may know 
the ‘rules’ but can’t yet inhibit behaviors like 
grabbing or pushing.
Children act first and think later.



Children can manage a transition like 
bedtime or clean up time, even when they 
are disappointed that a fun time is coming 
to an end. Young children may still need 
support–but self-regulation is what’s 
needed to be successful at this.

Children have a difficult time with 
transitions like clean up or bedtime – 
ending something they want to do and 
doing something they don’t want to do! 
They may ‘melt down’ and find it difficult to 
stop and transition.

Without and With Self-regulation 



Children can control their attention enough to listen 
to a story, play a game, and sit through a meal. Their 
attention may wander, but they can bring it back to 
the task at hand. They can listen to others and 
remember their own answer at the same time.  They 
don’t blurt out the answer

Children without self-regulation may not be able to 
stay seated and listen to a story or sit through 
dinner or a game. They blurt out the answer even 
though they raise their hands

Without and With Self-regulation 



With self-regulation, a child can persist at 
challenging learning tasks, focusing his 
attention and intentionally using strategies to 
be an independent self-regulated learner.

When facing a difficult learning challenge, 
children without self-regulation can get easily 
discouraged and give up. Their minds and 
attention wander to other things.

Without and With Self-regulation 



With self-regulation, children practice and 
work independently so the teacher can hold 
small groups or scaffold individual children 
while other children are working.  Children 
keep each other on task.

Children cannot work without constant teacher 
supervision.  Teachers are unable to teach in 
small groups or scaffold individuals because 
they are being constantly interrupted 

Without and With Self-regulation 



Helping Kindergartners to Become Self-Regulated 
Learners: Lessons from Tools of the Mind

Rethinking how we think about self-regulation
• Reframing “problem children” into “self-regulation 

novices”
• Distinguishing “teacher-regulation” from “self-

regulation”
• From other-regulation to self-regulation
• Play = “school for self-regulation”
• Self-regulation tipping point



Adult-Regulation vs. Self-Regulation 

Adult Regulation Self-Regulation

Regulation constantly prompted by 
adult

Regulates self whether or not adult is 
present

Follows the rules when an adult is 
present

Follows the rules whether or not an 
adult is present

Does not pass the “substitute teacher” 
test

Follows the rules when a different adult 
is present 

Once the context is changed, does not 
follow the rules

Follows the rules even when in a 
different context (on a field trip, during 
an assembly, at different lunch times, 
etc.)

Requires an adult to resolve disputes 
over sharing and who goes first 

Can solve disputes about sharing and 
who goes first on their own based on a 
”fair” system of rules



The Path of Self-Regulation
 Outside to Inside

Progresses to Other-Regulation
(“I can state the rules for others”)

Develops into Self-Regulation
(“I follow the rules”)

Begins with Regulation by 
Others 
(teacher regulation – setting the boundaries/rules)



Dramatization Provides Practice in Other-
and Self-Regulation AND Literacy Skills

The Power of Dramatization in 
Kindergarten

Wilder-Smith, Leong, & Bodrova

In Summer 2024 issue of NAEYC Young 
Children



Self-Regulation Tipping Point

Although not EVERY CHILD will 
be self-regulated all the time, 
the classroom begins to feel 
self-regulated when 
• Unregulated behavior 

doesn’t spread  
• Children scaffold 

unregulated peers to re-
engage

• The teacher can quickly 
bring the group back to a 
regulated state
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Practicing Self-Regulation 
During Academic Activities



Practicing Self-Regulation 
During Academic Activities



Practicing Self-Regulation 
in Dramatization



Practicing Self-Regulation 
During Recess
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Have Children Plan and Document 
Own Learning



Learning How to Learn:
Learning Goals & Conferences

Middle sounds

To slow down at 
penmanship

• Teacher & student meet weekly to 
reflect on work together

• Teacher & student together identify 
the next goal

o To increase challenge
o Build “learning how to learn” 

skills
• Child writes down the goal for the 

next week
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Promoting Peer Scaffolding

• Set up the activity so that peers can support 
each other with specific parts of the learning 
task
o Remembering directions
o Strategies for learning or steps in a skill 
o A child’s learning goals
o Checking the answer to see if it’s correct

• Set up the activity so peers with different 
levels of ability can support each other as 
equal partners (heterogeneous pairing)

• Pair children so that over several weeks they 
work with every other child in the 
classroom—no exceptions



Promoting Peer Scaffolding

• Practice how to be a good study buddy
o The teacher should model how to make 

errors on purpose and what that means
o Provide practice on how to be a good 

Study Buddy  (How to correct an error in 
a nice way.  How much help to give)

o Make being a good Study Buddy a 
Learning Goal.

o The teacher should scaffold children who 
don’t get along to work together  

• In everyday classroom activities, encourage 
spontaneous scaffolding (asking or giving 
support is not “cheating”) 



What a Regulated Kindergarten 
Classroom May Look Like



Can a Program that Embeds Self-regulation Development 
Improve Social Interactions?



Can a Program that Embeds Self-regulation Development 
Improve Executive Functions?



Can a Program that Embeds Self-regulation 
Development Improve Executive Functions?



For More Information on Scaffolding 
Kindergarten Learners:

The Fine Art of Scaffolding 
Kindergarten Learners

Leong, Bodrova, & Wilder-Smith

In: Focus on Developmentally Appropriate Practice: 
Equitable and Joyful Learning in Kindergarten. 

NAEYC



Check us out on 
Social Media!

https://twitter.com/Tools_Min
d

https://www.facebook.com/ToolsoftheMind/

https://www.instagram.com/toolsofthemind

https://twitter.com/Tools_PreKTeach
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