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THE EDUCATORS’ NAVIGATIONAL GUIDE  
TO FLEXIBLE MINDSETS: PRESCHOOL LEVEL 

Int r odu ct i onInt r odu ct i on
Welcome to Flexible Mindsets! This Navigational Guide contains the bare bones of the tools you 
will need along your journey of helping young children learn about the brain and what it takes to 
successfully complete a quest! 

The Flexible Mindsets Resource Kit has been developed in response to the changing needs of 
children in a complex and ever-changing world. A century ago, education for all meant ensuring 
that children mastered the basics of the 3 R’s: Reading, wRiting and ‘Rithmetic. Society and the 
economy required sameness and conformity. The approach that worked in schools then, is failing 
our children now. According to the Future Jobs Report from the World Economic Forum, the top 10 
requirements for employees in 2020 consist of higher order processes such as Complex problem-
solving, Creativity and Cognitive flexibility: what we call the 3 C’s. In other words, rote memorization 
of discrete skills is inadequate without the ability to “learn HOW to learn”. Research tells us that 
success in school and beyond requires creativity, sociability and self-control (Diamond, 2016). 
Children must become self-directed learners who focus mental energy and strategies on their goals, 
even when challenged. To take charge of their own learning, they must be driven by curiosity, a 
desire to grow and the love of learning!

The essence of independence is to do something  
for oneself. Adults work to finish a task, but the  
child works in order to grow…such experience is  

not just play, it is work he must do in order to grow up  
– Maria Montessori

Early childhood is the ideal place to start in promoting self-directed learning as children enter 
formal education with the curiosity to explore independently and the motivation to learn and 
grow. Much of the learning that takes place in early childhood can be used to model learning  
in the higher year levels.

The framework that we use has been designed to promote flexible mindsets which give children the 
ability to shift perspectives and adapt while learning. This relies on the executive function tools and 
constructive self-perceptions that promote effort, persistence and flexible strategy use. The first pillar 
of the Flexible Mindsets model is executive function, the set of interrelated processes that govern a 
person’s awareness and management of emotions, behaviours and learning. 

Our framework for executive function processes is based on the work of Dr. Lynn Meltzer and her 
colleagues at ResearchILD (Meltzer, 2010, 2015, 2018; Meltzer, Dunstan-Brewer & Krishnan, 2018). SA
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PRODUCTIVE PUZZLING

Wh at  is  Pr odu ct ive  Puzz l ing?Wh at  is  Pr odu ct ive  Puzz l ing?
There are many different ways for the brain to learn and grow. Productive puzzling is particularly 
important for the development of Flexible Mindsets. It is the type of learning that best promotes the  
use of executive function strategies and sets up opportunities for hearing “I CAN” messages. 

Our definition of and approach to Productive Puzzling is adapted from Warshauer’s work on Productive Struggle (Warshauer, 2014).

There are 5 conditions that must exist for productive puzzling to take place.  
These are:

 1. The base of a safe environment that promotes risk-taking

 2. Sufficient challenge that the solution is not automatically evident

 3. Given the context of challenge, a solution that is realistically within the reach of the learner 

 4. A task that is open-ended enough to be solved using a variety of strategies, preferably  
              with multiple solutions

 5. Built-in opportunities for learners to reflect on the nature of the task, the use of multiple  
             strategies and implications for future learning

We define Productive Puzzling as: being 
engrossed in a perplexing problem that is within 
your grasp but requires thinking and reasoning.

Figure 2: Conditions required for Productive Puzzling SA
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FLEXIBLE MINDSETS LANGUAGE

 T he  Impor t anc e  o f  Langu age  in  Pr odu ct ive  Puzz l ing T he  Impor t anc e  o f  Langu age  in  Pr odu ct ive  Puzz l ing
As educators, our use of language is a major determinent of the degree to which learners engage 
in Productive Puzzling. Every day, we use words, phrases and questions to introduce an activity, 
provide guidance, probe for deeper thinking and facilitate reflections. These words, phrases and 
questions can either extend the progression of Productive Puzzling or inadvertently shut down the 
learning process. As mentioned in the previous section, there are 5 conditions that must exist for 
productive puzzling to take place. In this section, we provide examples of how language can be 
used to support each of these conditions. 

1.  Safet y  f or  Ris k-Taking 1.  Safet y  f or  Ris k-Taking 
Creating an environment that is safe for risk-taking requires us to use language in:
   • Clarifying that mistakes are a part of learning and make us smarter
   • Modelling the value of mistakes by “talking aloud” through our own errors
   • Celebrating mistakes and their role in creativity, experiments and inventions
   • Verbally troubleshooting challenges and obstacles
 

2.  C h a l le nge 2.  C h a l le nge 
Having created an emotionally-safe environment, we can then begin to introduce conceptual  
challenges to learners. Key messages will include:
   • Having confidence in the learners to solve challenging “puzzles”
   • Highlighting the importance of challenges for helping brains to get smarter
   • Making time to puzzle through challenges for deeper learning
   • Specific feedback regarding persistence and flexible strategy use
 

“ Mistakes be long here - our Mistakes be long here - our 
brains gr ow fr om mistakes. brains gr ow fr om mistakes. ” “ Look at this wonderful blunder! Look at this wonderful blunder! 

       What can we create/invent?         What can we create/invent?  ”

“  T his is a tricky puzzle.    T his is a tricky puzzle.  
It wil l make our brains smarter!It wil l make our brains smarter! ”

“  Oops! I made a  Oops! I made a  
mistake & I learned . . . mistake & I learned . . . ” “  Te l l me what you are thinking.   Te l l me what you are thinking.  

What do we know about . . .?What do we know about . . .? ”

“ Hmm...this puzzle may take some  Hmm...this puzzle may take some 
t ime t o solve. What can we try? t ime t o solve. What can we try? ”
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IMAGINARY PLAY: 
THE ANCHOR FOR PRODUCTIVE PUZZLING

The primary accomplishment of this stage of development is the progression from the concrete world to 
abstract thinking (Elkonin, 1972). Imaginary play is the key mechanism through which children can grow: 
from thinking about objects only as they can see and touch them; to the level of thinking about concepts on 
an abstract level. Imaginary play allows children to function within the zone of proximal development. The 
rules, roles and motivational support of imaginary play scaffold the child’s ability to perform at a higher 
level (Vygotsky, 1967).

In play it is as though [the child] were a head taller than himself.  
As in the focus of a magnifying glass, PLAY contains all the developmental 

tendencies in a condensed form and is itself a major source of development.
    - Lev Vygotsky

Imaginary play allows learners to create new ways of thinking about situations and to solve problems; 
what we refer to as solving puzzles. When children imagine themselves to be someone more capable than 
themselves, they can solve puzzles at a higher level (White & Carlson, 2016; White et al., 2017). They 
can extend their learning my using open-ended props in inventive ways and create worlds beyond their 
everyday experiences (Bodrova & Leong, 2007).

Research has shown that imaginary play-based interventions produce greater gains in executive function 
processes (Diamond et al., 2007; Bierman & Torres, 2016). The Flexible Mindsets Preschool Resources 
extend existing approaches that use play-based learning to enhance emerging executive function processes. 

We refer to our Imaginary Play ideas as “Anchor Activities” because all our other flexible learning ideas 
are connected to and held together by the guided Imaginary Play activities. Educators using this guide may 
choose to apply this framework on different levels:
 • The simplest way to make sure you are covering your bases is to use the “script” we have 
     provided as a guideline for getting ready, engaging in and reflecting after play
 • Educators may also make significant adaptations to our suggested script by setting up  
    creative puzzles for the characters to solve and extending play beyond the initial context
 • Educators who are seasoned at guiding imaginary play may create entirely different  
    scenarios based on the theme of the unit and to draw out children’s abilities to solve puzzles

The key criteria for Flexible Mindsets Imaginary Play groups are:
 1. The setting and storyline should support the theme of the unit
 2. Children should be encouraged to take on and sustain character roles
 3. The children should be working towards a shared goal
 4. One or more “puzzles” (problems) are engineered during the course of the plot
 5. Children are encouraged to generate multiple solutions and solve each puzzle together

Beyond this, imagine the possibilities! SA
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UNIT 1: METACOGNITION: 
MEET THE PIRATES OF PONDERING

Wh at  is  it?Wh at  is  it?
Metacognition is the foundation for developing a Flexible Mindset. 
Children who have insights about learning can adapt and grow more 
effectively. There are several levels of awareness that are important 
for learning. 

These include:
 • Knowing about the brain
 • Understanding task demands
 • Awareness of one’s personal strengths and weaknesses
 • Knowledge of learning strategies, especially the 
    strategies that work best for oneself  
 (Based on the work of Meltzer, 2010, 2015, 2018)

How do  we  tea c h  it?How  do  we  tea c h  it?
Educators and parents can enhance metacognitive awareness by using activities that make the 
strategic part of learning more visible. 

   Teaching strategies include:
    1. Direct instruction about learning and the brain
    2. Helping children to identify their own learning strengths and  
        weaknesses
    3. Teaching children specific strategies for certain learning situations 
        such as making a list when we have lots to do
    4. Helping children figure out which strategies work best for them -   
        for example, if you are good at art, you could draw a picture to   
        help you remember something
    5. Modelling how to switch strategies when something is not working

Wh at  does  it  l o o k  l i k e  in  pres c h o o l?Wh at  does  it  l o o k  l i k e  in  pres c h o o l?
In preschool, children can learn basic information about the brain such as where it is and what it 
looks like. They can also understand that the brain tells our body what to do and helps us interpret 
our senses. They should become aware that the brain remembers things, figures out puzzles and is 
responsible for our creativity. SA
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UNIT 1: METACOGNITION: 
IN THIS UNIT

Wh at  do  I  want  t o  tea c h?Wh at  do  I  want  t o  tea c h?
Each child will:

 1. Know where the brain is
 2. Know what the brain does
 3. Begin to learn about his or her strengths; the things he or she is good at doing

Wh at  wi l l  I  us e?Wh at  wi l l  I  us e?

There is also a 2-page handout on PAGES 20 & 21. If the storybook is being made available to families,     
it is helpful to reproduce the handout (double-sided) and to distribute it along with the storybook.  

The last page in this unit can be enlarged and used as a poster in the classroom.

How wi l l  I  as s es s  le ar ning?How wi l l  I  as s es s  le ar ning?
Productive Puzzling Imaginary Play Scale (PPIPS)  PAGE 18

Reflection Sheet       PAGE 19

St or y  Wa l k  T hr oughSt or y  Wa l k  T hr ough Ar t s  & Craf t sAr t s  & Craf t s Im agin ar y  P layIm agin ar y  P lay
PAGES 16 & 17PAGE 15PAGE 14

SA
M

PL
E



-  SAMPLE PAGE 97  -

SA
M

PL
E



-  SAMPLE PAGE 98  -

UNIT 8: SELF-MONITORING:  
SQUINTY’S SHINY SURPRIZE

Wh at  is  it?Wh at  is  it?
Monitoring and checking help us to stay on track and know whether or not we have done a good 
job. It helps us stop ourselves from doing things we shouldn’t, to keep our goals in mind and to 
search for errors and obstacles. Monitoring is more than just staying on track. It works together with 
being aware of our personal strengths and areas to work on. It also helps us recognize and manage 
the emotions we experience during learning, especially when we get stuck or don’t know what to 
do next. (Based on the work of Meltzer, 2010, 2015, 2018; Zelazo & Carlson, 2012) 

How do  we  tea c h  it?How  do  we  tea c h  it?
Teaching self-monitoring is about encouraging self-awareness and teaching strategies.
 
Activities may include:
 1. Knowing personal strengths and weaknesses
 2. Visualizing and tracking progress towards a goal
 3. Teaching monitoring strategies
 4. Teaching checking strategies
 5. Identifying emotions (over-excited, discouraged) and knowing how to manage them

Wh at  does  it  l o o k  l i k e  in  pres c h o o l?Wh at  does  it  l o o k  l i k e  in  pres c h o o l?
In preschool, our first goal is to help children become aware of their
personal strengths. We can also teach strategies for monitoring 
and checking. Celebrating and not judging errors helps children 
to feel safe to learn from mistakes. It is important to help children 
visualize their goals, focus on what they are doing and use 
self-talk such as “I think I can - I CAN!”. Preschool children can 
be expected to say whether or not they have successfully 
completed a task or reached a clear goal, such as building a 
tower, counting as they go up a set of stairs or throwing a 
bean bag into a bucket. Ultimately, we would like children to
see the connections between using strategies and developing 
their strengths. SA
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UNIT #8: SELF-MONITORING
IMAGINARY PLAY

Puzz le  Set-upPuzz le  Set-up
In this unit, we bring together the metacognitive language and the self-monitoring and checking functions. 
Squinty is rewarded for keeping everyone on-track throughout the pirate’s quest. Also, the Meta-mirror of 
Yet helps the pirates to envision a “Someday Self”, based on their strengths. The Imaginary Play activity is 
essentially a re-enactment of Story 8, extended by children pretending to be their future selves and, hopefully, 
interacting in their new roles. In advance, engage each child in a discussion regarding her or his strengths 
(things I am good at/things my brain likes to do) and record their strengths on a flip-chart. In preparation for 
the imaginary play session, review Story 8 with the children. Highlight the connections between Squinty’s 
and Flex’s strengths and their possible future selves. Explain that the children will pretend to be pirates who 
discover the Meta-mirror of Yet. Each pirate will have a turn to look into the mirror. The group will then talk 
about that person’s strengths and give ideas about that pirate’s future self. Next, that pirate can choose an 
occupation and dress up in a relevant costume. Ultimately, if the children are ready, they can then meet in 
their new characters and play out any scenario that arises such as having dinner together.

Carefu l ly  C raf ted  Quest i o nsCaref u l ly  C raf ted  Quest i o ns
Here are some suggestions for preparing children for this activity:

 • What happened in Story 8, Squinty’s Shiny Surprise? (ensure that the conversation includes,   
    finding the treasure, the mirror, strengths and future selves)

 • What do you imagine we will do as pirates today? (find treasure, the mirror)

 • So, our puzzle today will be to figure out each pirate’s strengths and help our fellow pirates  
    decide who they want to be when they grow up. Are you ready to think about our Someday     
        Self?

Set t ingSet t ing
Anywhere pirates could  
find treasure

C h ara cter sC h ara cter s
• Pirates

Pr opsPr ops
• Treasure chest, shovel

• A mirror made from tin foil or any  
   reflective surface

• Lots of dress up costumes: as many  
   occupations as possible

• If possible, prepared in advance, a flip-chart 
   with a list of each child’s strengths: 
   things they are good at/like to do
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