The Toolbox
By Mark A Collin          ( Noetic Science Article)

 In 1992, I worked as counselor at an elementary school in a small logging town on the coast of Northern California. The milieu is harsh, rural, and provincial. I was dismayed at aggressive, unkind, and disrespectful behaviors that were accepted as the norm by students and some teachers. A tradition at this school, for example, was for older students to put younger students headfirst into garbage cans. While playing kickball, if a young boy missed the ball, an older girl would yell, “What a f------g fag!” The first year I observed and listened attentively. Then, over the next nine years, I developed a comprehensive curriculum rooted in non-violence, self-awareness, and empathy for others.

 I had worked with tools as a home designer and builder and through that experience grounded the curriculum in a toolbox metaphor. From kindergarten through third grade, I taught children to create their own toolboxes and insert twelve separate tools representing fundamental concepts of self and others. The children cut out pictures of actual tools. On the back of the first tool we write: “Our Breathing Tool - Calming Ourselves Down”. Next I introduce  “My Personal Space – Where My Space Ends and Yours Begins.” This reminds students that they have a right to define a physical space where they feel comfortable. We illustrate this by using an eight-foot long piece of colored yarn, which visually defines this boundary. On the back of the third tool is the phrase, “Empathy/kindness – Thinking About How The Other Person Is Feeling.” These three tools, along with nine others, provide the elementary building blocks for a common language and a basis for literacy in social and emotional principles. The principles are reinforced as students move from grades four through eight. Through class meetings, role-playing, reading stories and art projects, the toolbox curriculum builds the necessary skills for children to sort out and cope with the complexities of their feelings, thoughts, and behavior choices. The curriculum also draws on issues of concern within the culture of the school community, such as bully/victim roles, exclusion of others and intolerance. A “Self Reflection” paper has been designed for students experiencing conflicts, offering them the opportunity to stop, self-reflect, explore the choices they are making, and choose possible alternatives. This process moves them toward internalized values, rather than a system of punishment and rewards.

 The mother of a second grader recently commented: “I think creating and teaching the toolbox is a wonderful idea. These skills are often not taught anywhere. I have watched Elizabeth use her toolbox at home when she’s feeling hassled; I see her counting, breathing and asking for space. Also, when we are having a conflict, she has reminded me many times to ‘have empathy!’ when I’m pushing her too hard.” 

Currently, the toolbox program is being piloted in four school districts in California, and ultimately I hope to introduce this program to the public school system throughout the United States. I have found through my work that children long for their parents and teachers to provide them with tools and a common language to navigate the complexities of their social and emotional world.

For more information contact: mark3600@aol.com 

