
Checkpoint 5.2. 
 

Use multiple tools for construction 
and composition 

 
Alphabet Blocks  
Alphabet Blocks are cube-shaped manipulatives imprinted with letters of the alphabet which 
students manipulate in order to build early literacy skills (e.g., print awareness, letter recognition, 
phonemic awareness). The teacher can introduce the blocks as an instructional tool (e.g., 
introducing letters of the alphabet) or begin by including them as a free choice toy (e.g., for 
building or stacking). Then, as the class is engaged in literacy instruction and practice, the teacher 
utilizes the Alphabet Blocks to support students. As students grow their reading skills from basic 
letter recognition to beginning to spell words and recognize patterns, the teacher engages 
students in utilizing the blocks in increasingly sophisticated ways. Alphabet Blocks can be 
incorporated in instructional modeling, interactive practice, learning centers, or in games. As early 
learners are often strong kinesthetic learners, Alphabet Blocks are effective as they allow for 
physical manipulation of the letters. 

 

Base Ten Blocks  
Base Ten Blocks are manipulatives that students can use to learn addition, subtraction, number 
sense, place value and counting. Because there are blocks that represent 1 unit, 10 units, 100 
units, and 1000 units, they make concrete the abstract concepts of place value and what a digit in 
the thousands place represents in contrast to the what a digit in the ones place represents. They 
also translate well to graphic organizers on paper when physical blocks are not available or when 
the teacher wants to fade away the need for the physical manipulative. 

 

Base Ten Blocks can also be used to model decimals. For example, the "thousand-unit cube" can 
represent the ones place and the single unit cube can represent the thousandths place. 

 

Calculator  
A calculator is a mathematical tool that can perform basic to complex mathematical operations. A 
simple calculator usually has functions for addition, subtraction, multiplication, division, 
percentages and square roots. There are also more specialized calculators such as scientific 
calculators, graphing calculators and conversion calculators (e.g. changing Celsius to Fahrenheit or 



converting dollars to euros). Calculators do not replace learning mathematical problem-solving 
skills. However, calculators can support students with mathematical processing skills and increase 
efficiency when solving problems. 

 

Concept Mapping  
Concept mapping is a way of visually organizing and representing knowledge around a key term or 
concept. Concept mapping is a teaching tool that helps students understand the key concept 
through making connections of words and phrases with the main idea (e.g. key concept). 

 

Context Clues  
Using context clues is an explicitly taught reading strategy that students use as they read to figure 
out the meaning of an unknown word. When coming across an unknown word, a student uses 
other words in the text that are usually in the same sentence or nearby sentences that provide 
clues as to the meaning of the unknown word. These clues may include synonyms, antonyms, 
definitions or examples. Using these clues, students derive the meaning of the unknown word in a 
text. Context clues are often taught during literacy blocks or in small-group, guided reading 
instruction. The teacher explicitly models the strategy using authentic texts or shorter passages. 
The teacher can then apply this strategy while thinking aloud during read aloud, shared reading or 
during a reading conference to reinforce the strategy. 

 

Dice  
Utilizing dice in the classroom can be an effective method for engaging students in learning and 
practicing math concepts. From the early concepts of number recognition and counting to more 
complex concepts such as probability and algebra, dice can be used across grade levels. Many 
different types of dice exist including: standard dot dice, numbered dice, place value dice, fraction 
and decimal dice and polyhedral dice. Teachers can incorporate dice while modeling new 
concepts, to facilitate student practice or as a tool for a wide variety of math games. 

 

Dictionary  
A dictionary is a reference material that has words in alphabetical order. The dictionary entry for a 
word provides the definition of the word and/or multiple meanings of the word, pronunciation, 
parts of speech and etymology. There are many different types of specialized dictionaries available 
such as historical, geographical, character, biographical, visual, etc. These dictionaries have specific 
information available to the learner. For example, a translation dictionary may have the word in 
one language and provide an equivalent word in another language (e.g. Spanish – English 
Dictionary). 

 

 



Dot Cards  
Dot Cards are a visual math strategy in which students develop “subitizing” skills (i.e., ability to 
‘see’ a small number of objects and instantly recognize how many there are without counting) 
using cards with configurations of dots. Dot Cards display a visual representation of numbers or 
combinations of numbers (e.g., one color for all dots, different colors for groups of dots) in order 
to support conceptual understanding of numerical concepts. Students use Dot Cards to practice 
distinguishing and describing “parts” in numbers easily with a visuals instead of rote memorization 
by recognizing patterns (e.g., “parts” of 5 could be 1 red dot and 4 blue dots, or 2 red dots and 3 
blue dots). 

 

 

Exemplar  
Exemplars are models of completed assignments that provide students with a concrete 
representation of what the project requires. Teachers can create their own exemplars or feature 
student work. Exemplars can be used to model the desired format and organization of a project, 
show the end result of a long-term assignment, and as a source of inspiration for students in the 
beginning stages of an activity. Teachers may also provide "non-examples", or pieces that did not 
meet project requirements, to coach the revision process and demonstrate how to follow a rubric 
or project checklist. 

 

Geoboard  
A Geoboard is a manipulative used to explore basic concepts in geometry such as perimeter, area 
and the characteristics of triangles and other polygons. It consists of a physical board with a 
certain number equidistant pegs, around which students wrap rubber bands to create shapes. 
Geoboards allow students to explore different geometrical shapes, as well as concepts such as 
transformations and congruence. 

 

Graph Paper  
Graph paper is paper that consists of equally spaced horizontal and vertical lines that can be used 
for drawing figures, diagrams, graphs and/or x-y axes and coordinates. Graph paper can be used to 
help scale drawings, determine perimeter and area of figures, and graph linear equations and 
other algebraic functions. 

 

 

Grouping Containers  
Containers such as trays, cups, bowls and ice cube trays can be used to introduce or strengthen 
basic math skills such as alike/different, one-to-one correspondence, numeral recognition, sorting 



skills, pattern recognition, set recognition, fractions, etc. Students who benefit from visual models 
and kinesthetic learners may benefit from the use of grouping containers. 

 

Labeled Diagram  
A labeled diagram is a drawing, chart or graph that is used to visualize a concept. Labeled diagrams 
can be used in math, science and language arts in order to help students understand the 
relationships among different parts of the diagram. 

 

Language-Based Games  
In the classroom, language-based games such as Charades, Taboo and Memory can help support 
students who are learning English to increase communication skills and enhance core vocabulary. 
In some games, such as Memory, you can correspond English words to the Spanish counterparts. 
In addition, some language-based games also support learning grammar and sentence structure. 

 

Letter/Word Tiles  
Letter/Word Tiles are a collection of small squares or rectangles (usually plastic), each containing a 
single letter of the alphabet or word. Students physically manipulate Letter/Word Tiles during 
activities to create, segment, and rearrange letters into words or words into sentences and 
phrases. Letter and Word Tiles are an effective tool for supporting visual and tactile learners when 
teaching a variety of skills including phonics, spelling patterns, syllable division, sentence structure, 
and parts of speech. 

 

Literacy Manipulatives  
Literacy manipulatives are physical objects that aid understanding of concepts or processes by 
allowing students to physically demonstrate and see the concept or process. The use of 
manipulatives provides a way for students to learn concepts in a developmentally-appropriate, 
hands-on, experiential way. Literacy manipulatives can be used to promote reading and writing 
skills, particularly in the early stages of literacy development for young readers. For example, a 
student might use word cards (flashcards) and a pocket chart to build sentences or letter cubes to 
create words while isolating specific vowel sounds and consonant blends. Literacy-based 
manipulatives can be used to assist individual readers or in larger settings where a teacher may 
want to model or demonstrate a concept or process for the whole class. 

 

 

 



Math Dictionary  
A math dictionary is a type of dictionary that contains mathematical terms, definitions and visual 
representations. The math dictionary may have a specific or concentrated focus area such as 
geometry or may contain general mathematical topics related to grade related content. For 
example, math glossaries that can be found at the end of grade level math textbooks would be 
considered a more general math dictionary. 

 

Math Games  
Math games are games that incorporate learning or reinforcement of a mathematical objective. A 
math game generally has rules and involves at least two players who must take turns. Math games 
also requires some level of mathematical cognitive thinking to win (e.g. players cannot win by 
chance). Games offer positive and meaningful opportunities for academic and social engagement. 

 

Math Manipulatives  
Manipulatives are physical objects that aid understanding of mathematical concepts or processes 
by allowing students to physically explore or demonstrate the concept or process. The use of 
manipulatives provides a way for students to learn concepts in a developmentally appropriate, 
hands-on, experiential way. Mathematical manipulatives are typically used in the first step of 
introducing new mathematical concepts. 

 

Mnemonics for Argumentative Essay Planning  
Mnemonics for Argumentative Essay Planning (e.g. STOP, RAFT) are direct, memorable strategies 
that use verbal and visual cues to help students brainstorm and prepare their ideas as they plan an 
essay and take a side on an issue (e.g., take a side on school uniforms). When applying the 
mnemonic, students decide on their topic and stance on the issue (e.g., take a side on school 
uniforms). They also use the strategy to gather ideas and information to strengthen their 
argument and begin to organize their argument. This process allows students to develop and 
formulate their ideas before they write and gives teachers the ability to provide targeted feedback 
and direction before students begin their draft. Students also develop independence through the 
ability to apply mnemonics to future essay planning. 

 

Modified Arithmetic  
Math problems that are too complex for some learners can be adapted to the student’s level. This 
could involve fewer steps in a problem, adjusting the difficulty of the problem, making the 
problem personally interesting to a student or having the student complete a portion of a 
problem. Students can also be given access to supports, such as manipulatives or calculators. 

 



Word Prediction Software  
Word Prediction Software automatically generates a list of possible words as letters are being 
typed. With each typed letter, the software refines a list of the most commonly used words (e.g., if 
“ca” is typed, the list may include: cat, call, calf, came, cane, capitol, capital, etc.), and when it 
appears on the list, the student can click on the desired word. Because it is easier to recognize a 
word than to spell it, this is an effective tool to help students focus on content rather than 
mechanics during their writing process. Word Prediction Software decreases the number of 
keystrokes required to type a word, making it a highly effective tool for students who may need 
fine motor support. Using this tool allows students to be more efficiently while producing higher 
quality compositions. 
 
 

Word Bank  
A word bank is a list of words that is created by the teacher or student that relates to the core 
content and academic material the student is learning. The word bank provides the student with 
access to the key vocabulary and helps with instructional level vocabulary development, spelling 
and writing. The word bank can be embedded within the academic material or core content. Word 
banks help students recall words that they have previously learned. 
 
 
 

Venn Diagram  
A Venn Diagram is a chart that contains two or three overlapping circles that students can use to 
compare topics in a logical and organized manner. When completing Venn Diagrams, the 
overlapping region is typically used to record similarities between concepts, while differences are 
listed in the outer circles. As with other graphic organizers, a Venn Diagram is a strategic way to 
represent complex relationships and abstract ideas visually. This tool is a powerful way to support 
students in making connections between topics, determining key ideas, and distinguishing facts. 
Venn Diagrams can be used across content areas for brainstorming, note-taking, pre-writing 
exercises, and assessment. 
 
 
 

Thesaurus  
A thesaurus is a reference material containing both the synonyms and antonyms for a given word. 
A thesaurus may help a student expand word use and word knowledge as well as provide an array 
of words that the student may use when writing and or speaking about a topic. 
 
 
 

Tactile Alphabet Letters  
Tactile Alphabet Letters are a type of tool in which students physically make alphabet letters or 
trace letters on pre-created cards with their hands in order to internalize their shapes and sounds. 
Through using materials (e.g., beads, clay, shaving cream, sand), students practice forming letters 



with their hands. As they shape the letters, they can also practice saying letter sounds. Students 
can use pre-created cards with textured letters made of sand or similar and trace the shapes of the 
letters to practice forming them and reading aloud. This strategy is effective because students 
trace or create letters in a hands-on way, enhancing memory and writing proficiency. It appeals to 
students who learn kinesthetically because they use materials and sensations while learning. 
 
 
 

Student-Made Books  
Student-Made Books is a high-interest activity that invites students to use words and pictures to 
create a book for others to read. Publishing in the classroom provides students the opportunity to 
think like authors, writing with the specific purpose of sharing their knowledge and perspectives 
with a wider audience. Student-Made Books are completely flexible; they can be created 
individually or in groups and can be applied to any topic. While this strategy is commonly used as a 
summative assessment at the end of a unit, it is also used as a community building opportunity for 
students to share personal experiences. 
 
 
 

Speech-to-Text  
Speech-to-Text is an assistive technology in which students dictate their original work to a word 
processing program which converts the student’s speech into text on the screen, enabling 
students who have difficulty typing and writing by hand to produce written work more efficiently. 
Most word processing programs include a speech recognition feature, which teachers can access 
to support a wide range of student’ needs, including mild to moderate fine or visual-motor issues, 
more severe fine motor disabilities, severe encoding difficulties, and visual impairment. To use 
Speech-to-Text successfully, students must be able to articulate speech clearly and may need to 
control a mouse. While Speech-to-Text will enable some students to become fully independent, 
students with more significant disabilities may require support for some aspects of the process 
(e.g., editing, operating the mouse). The draw of technology combined with the ease of operation 
make Speech-to-Text highly motivating for students who might otherwise avoid, or be frustrated 
by, writing. 
 
 
 
 
 

Sentence Starters  
A sentence starter provides a frame for students to express their thoughts in writing or speaking. It 
can be used to assist students to focus and organize their thoughts as well as fostering creativity. 
Common uses for sentence starters are to help students in describing facts, making predictions, 
comparing, stating an opinion and clarifying or paraphrasing information. 
 
 



Rekenrek  
A Rekenrek is a calculating frame or arithmetic rack typically made with two horizontal rods with 
ten beads, each broken into two sets of five. While an abacus uses a series of vertical rods and 
beads separated by a horizontal rod to represent place value columns, a Rekenrek focuses on 
understanding math calculations by visualizing sets of five. Rekenreks support students in counting 
and calculating more efficiently. Using the Rekenrek, students generate a variety of addition and 
subtraction strategies, including doubles plus or minus one, making tens and compensation. Once 
children understand the operations of addition and subtraction, and can model various situations, 
it is important that they automatize the basic facts by finding and using patterns and relationships. 
Unlike drill and practice worksheets and flashcards, the Rekenrek supports even the youngest 
learners with the visual models they need to discover number relationships and develop 
automaticity. 
 
 

Playing Cards  
Traditional playing cards or more specialized cards (e.g. cards with fractions, analog clocks, shapes, 
etc.) can be used in math to enhance students' mathematical skills in focused areas. There are 
many games that match mathematical objectives that can be played using playing cards. These 
games involve sorting, greater-than and less-than, number battle (War), adding and subtracting 
positive and negative integers, and multiplication and division. 
 
 

Numbers Chart  
A numbers chart is a table that lists the numbers in numerical order (e.g. 1-10 first line, 11-20 
second line). There can be different kinds of specific numbers charts, such as a hundreds chart 
which contains the numerals from 1–100. These charts can help students identify numerals and 
the numerical order as well as establish patterns within the numbers (e.g. even numbers, counting 
by fives, tens, etc.). The numbers charts may only have the written numerals or may contain the 
numerals with a picture representation of the number of objects with each numeral (see above). 
 


