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Key Foundations by Hatch™:  

Key Foundations by Hatch was crafted exclusively for Pre-K and Kindergarten students. 

It provides a structured approach to early literacy, instilling fundamental skills that 

form the bedrock of a successful academic voyage. Structured around 10-minute 

print-based lessons, Key Foundations brings linguistic phonics and English 

morphology to life, demystifying the skills needed for cracking the alphabetic code 

and spelling. The program includes leveled readers, consumables, teachers' guides, 

and other invaluable resources that work harmoniously with Ignite by Hatch®, an 

interactive game-based platform designed to advance grade-level readiness in just 30 

minutes per week of online play. This holistic approach not only fosters foundational 

reading skills but also promotes overall growth in mathematics, literacy, and child 

development. With Key Foundations, educators can set their students on a path of 

lifelong learning and achievement. 

About Hatch: 

Hatch Early Learning is the trusted leader in early education, providing administrators 

and teachers with actionable data on student readiness in multiple domains. Our 

research-based solutions offer valuable insights into student progress, enabling 

informed decision-making and targeted interventions. Streamline paperwork, save 

teacher time, collaborate more effectively with families, and foster a supportive 

educational environment with our intuitive platforms. Join Hatch Early Learning to 

empower educators, enhance student outcomes, and unlock the full potential of your 

early learners. 
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Introduction to Key 

Foundations by Hatch™: 

A Science-Based 

Approach to Pre-K 

Literacy Instruction 

Key Foundations by Hatch™, which is 

now part of the Hatch Early Learning 

product suite, is a print-based literacy 

curriculum grounded in the science of 

reading. This literacy curriculum is 

designed for the pre-K classroom to 

unlock the building blocks for early 

literacy development and inspire a love 

of reading and writing in young learners. 

Key Foundations supports early literacy 

development through developing oral 

language, phonological awareness, 

alphabet knowledge, and an 

understanding of how print and books 

work. With this knowledge in place, 

children are ready to learn how to use 

the alphabetic code to write and decode 

words. To make early literacy learning 

simple and engaging for both teachers 

and children, Key Foundations is 

structured around 10-minute lessons 

which highlight different components of 

the curriculum. Key Foundations 

includes a comprehensive Lesson Book, 

30 Pre-Decodable Books, a Game Book, 

Cue Cards, Picture Cards, Alphabet 

Bops, and Consumables. 

When implemented in the classroom, 

Key Foundations is paired with Ignite by 
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Hatch™, a dynamic and independent digital learning platform designed to captivate 

and engage early learners. Ignite is designed to advance grade-level readiness in just 

30 minutes per week of online play. Beyond literacy and language, Ignite fosters 

foundational skills across mathematics, science and technology, social–emotional 

development, physical development, and social studies. Together, these Hatch 

solutions support children’s holistic development.  

In addition, children’s play in Ignite yields actionable data for educators in the Hatch 

Insights™ dashboard. With this data, teachers have evidenced-based insights at their 

fingertips that empower them to personalize small-group instruction and classroom 

activities. Ultimately, this pairing of Hatch solutions, Key Foundations and Ignite, can 

help teachers build foundational skills in young children that lead to continued 

academic success and a love of lifelong learning. 

 

This research foundations paper will focus primarily on Key Foundations. For a full 

picture of Ignite, please see the Ignite by Hatch™ Criteria Report.   

The Value of Supporting Literacy in Pre-K  

Key Foundations emphasizes literacy development in preschool because this period is 

crucial for establishing the foundational skills that predict lifelong academic success. 

During early childhood, children’s brains are highly plastic and flexible, meaning that 

children are ready for significant adaptation and learning. This flexibility enables the 

brain to form neural connections that support language processing and literacy skills. 

For example, research shows that preschoolers are exceptionally receptive to literacy 

skills like phonological awareness and alphabet knowledge (Bethlehem et al., 2022; 

Lonigan & Shanahan, 2009). As the brain matures, it becomes more specialized, 

reducing its capacity to reorganize and adapt (Center on the Developing Child, 2007). 

Therefore, early literacy experiences are highly important.   

Early literacy instruction not only prepares children for immediate academic 

challenges but also has long-term benefits. Effective early literacy education increases 

the likelihood of children becoming proficient readers and writers, which correlate 

with higher academic achievement and graduation rates (Camilli et al., 2010). 

Moreover, literacy skills acquired in preschool predict reading comprehension 

proficiency by fourth grade—a critical predictor of a child’s future educational 

trajectory and income level (Dickinson & Porche, 2011; Pace et al., 2019). 

https://7803303.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/7803303/Criteria_Report_May2021_Formatted8-2-22.pdf
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Additionally, early literacy instruction supports the rapid development of reading and 

vocabulary skills and reduces the Matthew effect, where children with early 

advantages in literacy progress faster than those who are less advantaged (Stanovich 

et al., 1986). It also helps in identifying and addressing literacy difficulties early on, 

promotes socio–emotional competencies, and enhances classroom behavior and 

engagement (Blair & Razza, 2007; Foorman et al., 2018). Consequently, investing in 

preschool literacy through programs like Key Foundations not only closes potential 

academic gaps but also equips children with the skills necessary for long-term 

educational success. 

 

The Role of the Science of Reading in Key Foundations 

Key Foundations is designed based on the science of reading. The science of reading 

refers to a comprehensive body of research from multiple disciplines, including 

cognitive psychology, neuroscience, linguistics, and education, that explores how we 

learn to read, the best practices for teaching reading, and the underlying processes 

involved in reading acquisition and development. Research indicates that literacy 

instruction approaches based on the science of reading are highly effective in 

teaching children to read, especially those at risk for reading difficulties (Ehri et al., 

2001; National Reading Panel, 2000).  

A critical goal of science of reading approaches to early literacy is to support children 

in acquiring the alphabetic principle (Byrne, 2005). The alphabetic principle is the 

understanding that letters of the alphabet (and combinations of those letters) 

represent unique sounds that make up spoken words. Acquiring the alphabetic 

principle is fundamental to becoming a successful reader and writer. Once children 

understand the alphabetic principle and know how the letters of the alphabet connect 

to sounds, they can translate spoken words into written words, and written words into 

speech and, subsequently, can access the meaning of written language (Castle et al., 

2018). In turn, children can write the words they can say, enjoy books, interpret text 

messages, understand road signs, and read a menu at a restaurant. Therefore, 

supporting children in acquiring the alphabetic principle is the key to unlocking the 

way written language works.  
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To acquire the alphabetic principle, the science of reading shows that children must 

be taught the foundations of literacy, including oral language, phonemic awareness, 

letter and letter–sound knowledge, and print and book awareness.  

Oral Language 

Oral language encompasses vocabulary, syntax, and discourse skills (Dickinson et al., 

2003). From infancy, children rapidly expand their vocabulary, an early indicator of oral 

language acquisition (Biemiller & Slonim, 2001). This vocabulary development is 

enhanced by background knowledge, which helps children make sense of new words 

by integrating them into what they already know, thus improving communication and 

comprehension (Smith et al., 2021). As children’s vocabularies grow, they learn to 

describe and convey specific details about their surroundings, further developing 

their expressive language skills. The skills to describe allow children to note similarities 

and differences and to learn to make comparisons, enhancing critical thinking and 

deepening their understanding of relationships between things. Once they can 

compare, children begin to organize concepts based on shared characteristics, 

learning to categorize which promotes abstract thinking and effective problem-

solving. Finally, these language organization skills allow children to make associations 

between things, transferring prior knowledge to new situations. 

Each stage of oral language development not only supports cognitive growth but also 

lays the critical groundwork for later reading and writing proficiency and academic 

achievement. Ultimately, proficiency in oral language enables children to write, to 

understand written texts and comprehend complex language structures. 

Phonemic Awareness 

Phonemic awareness is the ability to recognize and manipulate phonemes, the 

smallest units of spoken language that form syllables and words. Children use 

phonemes in speech daily, but they must develop a conscious awareness of individual 

phonemes to learn to read and write. With phonemic awareness, children can identify 

specific sounds in spoken words, such as the /p/ sound in names such as Peyton, 

Philippa, and Kip (Ehri et al., 2001). This skill is essential for learning to write - 

connecting speech to print, helping children analyze word sounds and link them to 

corresponding letters and letter patterns (Clemens et al., 2021; Treiman, 1991). 

Furthermore, phonemic awareness is critical for decoding—blending sounds into 

recognizable words—and supports writing, reading fluency and comprehension, 

foundational elements for becoming a proficient reader (Ehri, 1991, 1994; Muter et al., 

2004). 
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Letter and Letter–Sound Knowledge 

Letter knowledge and letter–sound knowledge are fundamental components of early 

literacy. Letter knowledge involves recognizing and writing each letter with the correct 

formation, while letter–sound knowledge refers to the ability to identify sounds 

associated with specific letters or letter combinations (Huang et al., 2014). This 

understanding is essential for mastering the alphabetic principle, which is an 

understanding that letters systematically represent speech sounds (Byrne & Fielding-

Barnsley, 1989). Crucially, letter–sound knowledge enables children to decode words 

by translating print into spoken language and to encode words by spelling them 

based on their sounds (Caravolas et al., 2001). These skills pave the way for 

independent and successful reading and writing development. 

Book and Print Awareness 

Book and print awareness is the understanding of how books and print work. This 

knowledge involves recognizing environmental print; handling books correctly; 

knowing that print flows from left to right and top to bottom; and identifying key parts 

of a book, like the cover, title, and author. It also encompasses recognizing letters and 

letter patterns and understanding that print conveys the message (Lefebvre et al., 

2011). Strong book and print awareness fosters children’s reading skills, supports 

comprehension skills, and makes the transition to reading easier (Hoffman & Cassano, 

2012).   
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With a solid grasp of oral language, phonemic awareness, letter and letter–sound 

knowledge, and book and print awareness, children are well-equipped to master the 

alphabetic principle, effectively “cracking the code” for reading and writing. Key 

Foundations, rooted in the science of reading, meticulously supports the development 

of these essential literacy fundamentals. 

The Key Foundations Approach:  

Speech-to-Sound-to-Print 

Science of reading approaches support children to acquire the foundations for literacy 

by systematically teaching foundational skills, including oral language, phonemic 

awareness, letter and letter–sound knowledge, and book and print awareness. The 

order in which these concepts are taught can vary across different types of literacy 

practices and curricula. The method of instruction for teaching the alphabetic 

principle and alphabetic code knowledge also varies. Some instructional approaches 

begin with letters and teach children to connect letters to sounds. Other instructional 

approaches begin with sounds and teach children to connect sounds to letters.  

Key Foundations is unique because it uses a speech-to-sound-to-print approach to 

teaching early literacy. This approach uses the spoken language children already have 

as a platform for learning to manipulate and identify the sounds these words are made 

from. It then links these sounds to the letters or letter patterns that represent them in 

written language. In this way, Key Foundations starts with a focus on the oral language 

children bring to the classroom, ensuring all children can contribute to the class and 

work from what they already know. This oral language foundation naturally allows for 

the development of phonemic awareness, which is an oral language skill. The sounds 

the children identify are then linked to letters and letter patterns, teaching an 

understanding of the alphabetic code. This knowledge is then transferred to the tasks 

of learning to write and decode words. Ultimately, this speech-to-sound-to-print 

approach is strong because it leverages children’s prior knowledge, their pre-existing 

knowledge of speech and language (Treiman, 2018), and it supports them in 

understanding how the alphabetic code works, instead of teaching them to memorize, 

abstract, and isolate items of knowledge.  

Key 

Foundations is 

unique 

because it uses 

a speech-to-

sound-to-print 

approach to 

teaching early 

literacy. 
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Key Foundations activities start with sounds and help children identify names or words that have a target 

sound and then help them connect those sounds to letters.  

The Importance of Leveraging Prior Knowledge for Literacy 

Instruction 

By implementing a speech-to-sound-to-print approach to literacy instruction, Key 

Foundations leverages the power of children’s prior knowledge. Prior knowledge 

encompasses the experiences and information that children accumulate from birth 

through interactions with people, objects, and their environment. These continuous 

interactions are integral to their learning process and become ingrained in their 

memories, forming a robust foundation of background knowledge. Existing 

knowledge shapes how children perceive and approach new educational settings; 

they are not blank slates, but rather individuals rich with experiences that directly 

influence their capacity to learn. As children encounter new information, they integrate 

it with their existing knowledge or schemata, enhancing their understanding and 

expanding their intellectual horizons (Piaget, 1968). 

Key Foundations effectively harnesses this prior knowledge, recognizing its invaluable 

role in enhancing literacy development. To successfully use children’s prior 

knowledge, lessons in Key Foundations begin with familiar elements from children’s 

everyday lives—such as the names of people, places, and common objects—and 

connects these elements to corresponding phonemic and alphabetic representations. 

This method not only makes learning contexts relatable and engaging but also 

bolsters comprehension, memory, fluency, and reading and writing speed by building 

on known words and experiences (Duke et al., 2012; Yates & Chandler, 1994). 

Neuroscience research supports this strategy, indicating that linking new information 

Lessons in Key 
Foundations 
begin with 
familiar elements 
from children’s 
everyday lives—
such as the 
names of people, 
places, and 
common 
objects—and 
connects these 
elements to 
corresponding 
phonemic and 
alphabetic 
representations. 
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to well-established knowledge enhances learning effectiveness (Shen et al., 2017). By 

deliberately activating and building upon what children already know, Key 

Foundations not only creates an inclusive educational atmosphere but also ensures 

that every child has a solid starting point for their journey into literacy. This connection 

between new and familiar information deepens understanding and retention, setting a 

foundation for lifelong learning and academic success. 

Starting With Sounds Prevents Memorizing Exceptions  

By employing a speech-to-sound-to-print approach, Key Foundations effectively 

introduces children to the complexities of the alphabetic code, including the concept 

that a single phoneme may be represented by different letters or letter combinations 

in English. For instance, the /j/ sound can be spelled as “j” in jump or as “g” in giraffe. 

This method teaches children from the start that phonemes like /j/ can have multiple 

representations, avoiding the need to teach these as ‘exceptions’ to what has 

previously been taught, at a later stage. Such an approach equips children with a 

practical understanding of the alphabetic system, preparing them for success as they 

encounter increasingly complex words in reading and writing. Ultimately, this Key 

Foundations approach ensures that the literacy skills children develop are robust and 

adaptable, supporting their ongoing educational journey. 

Key Foundations effectively employs a speech-to-sound-to-print approach that 

systematically builds upon children’s natural learning progressions—starting with their 

inherent oral language, enhancing phonemic awareness, and integrating letter 

knowledge and print awareness. This method leverages children’s prior experiences 

and knowledge, makes learning more intuitive, and avoids rote memorization of 

isolated and often abstract information. By fostering a deep understanding of literacy 

skills, Key Foundations enhances retention of new learning and sets a solid foundation 

for future academic success. 

Key Foundations Materials Are Designed to Support the 

Speech-to-Sound-to-Print Approach  

The speech-to-sound-to-print approach taught through Key Foundations is 

embedded within two books of instructional materials: the Lesson Book and the Game 

Book.  
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Lesson Book 

The lessons in the Key Foundations Lesson Book use research-aligned, evidence-

based instructional practices that appropriately scaffold children’s learning, from oral 

language to phonemic awareness to knowledge of print. Each lesson starts with what 

children know (oral language) and guides teachers in teaching a new skill (identifying 

sounds and sound patterns in words) before teaching about the letter(s) that represent 

the focus sound. These skills are then transferred to print, where children can practice 

recognizing and pronouncing letters in texts and learn to print letters correctly.  

The Key Foundations Lesson Book is organized to support learning about each letter 

of the alphabet. The Lesson Book features four distinct types of lessons for each letter: 

Sound Hunts, Letter Hunts, Word Games, and Sound Games. (Note: Vowels have five 

lessons, as there are two Sound Hunts: one that focuses on the short vowel sound and 

one that focuses on the long vowel sound for each vowel letter.) Although the lessons 

appear in alphabetic order in the Lesson Book, they can be taught in any order. 

Lesson type Lesson description 

Sound Hunts 

Teachers guide children in recognizing and producing specific 

sounds, starting with familiar names that contain the target sound, 

then expanding to other words. For example, the phoneme /k/ 

might be introduced, and children might be asked to identify 

names that include it, like Kalani, Calvin, and Jack. 

Letter Hunts 

These activities link the target sound to a corresponding letter. 

Children practice identifying and writing the uppercase and 

lowercase versions of the letter, often using a rhyming book to 

help with recognition and printing. 

Word Games 

These activities focus on enhancing oral language, background 

knowledge, and language organization skills. Children guess 

words using clues related to the initial sound of the word, and 

details that are relevant to the meaning of the word. They also take 

part in activities that build vocabulary and teach skills for 

describing, comparing and categorizing everyday things, which 

deepens their understanding of words. 

Sound Games 

Through engaging games, children manipulate sounds in words to 

develop phonological and phonemic awareness. Activities might 

include clapping syllables, rhyming, and sorting words by initial 

sounds, all of which are essential skills for supporting early reading 

and writing development. 
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Game Book 

The games in the Key Foundations Game Book are organized in a scaffolded manner 

based on how the skills develop for most children. The first games are oral language 

games that are designed and systematically ordered to begin with vocabulary and 

background knowledge and then advance through categorization. The next games 

are phonological and phonemic awareness games that provide explicit support for 

developing and mastering the sound analysis skills needed for learning to read and 

write. These games are designed to scaffold learning from working with hearing 

sounds and sound patterns in whole words, to working with individual sounds in 

words. 

Oral language games 

Game type Game description 

Vocabulary & 

background knowledge  

Children practice naming various items, identifying 

similarities and differences, discussing everyday 

objects, and using adjectives to describe living and 

nonliving things. 

Describing 

Children describe animals, objects, and food in 

different ways, discuss the functions of everyday items, 

and identify what makes them work. 

Comparing 

Children describe and compare living and non-living 

things based on different qualities, identifying 

similarities and differences among groups of animals or 

items. 

Categorization 

Children group living and nonliving things based on 

shared qualities, identify differences among similar 

items, and discuss reasons why certain items belong 

together in a group. 

 

Phonemic awareness games 

Game type Game description 

Syllables  

Children sort, match, and manipulate syllables, 

identifying words by syllable count and pronouncing 

words made by deleting a syllable. 

Rhyming  

Children match rhyming pairs, identify non-rhyming 

words in a set, complete sentences with rhymes, and 

generate rhyming word groups. 
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Blending  
Children blend onset and rime, individual sounds, and 

rhyming sounds, and sort words by initial sounds. 

Segmenting  

Children break words into individual sounds, count 

sounds for matching or contrasting, and sort by the 

number of sounds. 

Recognizing & isolating 

phonemes 

Children identify, match, and manipulate initial sounds, 

including deleting or swapping sounds to create new 

words. 

Final sound awareness  
Children focus on final sounds by identifying, matching, 

and deleting them. 

Long & short vowels 

Children identify, match, and differentiate long and 

short vowel sounds in words, enhancing vowel sound 

recognition. 

 

Key Foundations Materials Are Designed to Support 

Engagement and Learning 

The lessons and games presented in Key Foundations are designed based on 

principles from the learning sciences on how children learn best. Key Foundations 

incorporates these principles through engaging, playful, and effective lessons that 

spark children’s natural curiosity and cultivate their passion for learning. Moreover, the 

integration of Key Foundations with Ignite allows children to enhance their literacy 

skills through an engaging digital platform, reinforcing learning through both print 

and digital resources.  

Discovery-Based Learning 

Key Foundations embodies principles from the learning sciences through its 

integration of discovery-based learning. Discovery-based learning emphasizes 

children’s active engagement in creating their own knowledge through exploration 

and interaction with their environment. It values the role of learners as active 

participants who explore materials, engage in group discussions, and participate in 

hands-on activities, which helps them apply and extend knowledge independently 

(Alfieri et al., 2011; Mayer, 2004). This educational approach increases personal 

investment and curiosity and leverages children’s natural inclinations to explore, 

allowing them to construct knowledge authentically. Discovery-based learning 

typically incorporates varying levels of support from educators, who guide children by 

responding to their cues and providing appropriate challenges (Fisher et al., 2013). 

This method is particularly effective in early childhood settings because it fosters 

Learning Science 

Based Design 

Principles of Key 

Foundations:  

1) Discovery-Based  

2) Playful  

3) Quick Lessons  

4) Practice 

Opportunities in a 

Digital Learning 

Platform 
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cognitive skills, such as memory retention and critical thinking, by emphasizing self-

generated learning and the activation of prior knowledge (Hopkins et al., 2019; 

Slamecka & Graf, 1978). 

 

In Key Foundations, discovery-based learning is integrated in activities that encourage 

children to connect new literacy concepts with their prior knowledge and experiences. 

Activities like Sound Hunts and Letter Hunts ask children to identify phonemes and 

letters within familiar contexts, enhancing both engagement and comprehension. 

Through creative tasks, such as drawing items associated with specific sounds, 

children deepen their literacy connections by expressing understanding in unique, 

personalized ways. These activities not only support the development of literacy skills 

but also cultivate essential lifelong learning skills, including observation, inquiry, and 

problem-solving. By involving children in generating their own learning content and 

solutions, Key Foundations effectively harnesses the educational benefits of discovery-

based learning, significantly enhancing memory retention and fostering a proactive 

learning attitude. 

 

 
In these follow-up activities for a Letter Hunt, children engage in discovery-based learning when they are 

asked to find the letters in their classroom supplies.  

Playful Learning 

As well as emphasizing discovery-based learning Key Foundations also integrates 

playful learning elements, creating contexts in which children can learn through play. 

Playful learning is a pedagogical approach that incorporates enjoyment and 

exploration into educational settings, deeply engaging children and motivating them 

intrinsically (Zosh et al., 2022). It involves activities that are active, engaging, 

meaningful, social, iterative, and joyful, all crucial elements for fostering children’s 

problem-solving and critical-thinking skills and focus. This form of learning ranges 

from free play, which is unstructured and spontaneous, to guided play (with adult 

support) that is focused on learning goals and finally to structured games with specific 
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rules (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015; Zosh et al., 2018). Each type of play contributes 

uniquely to child development, making playful learning a versatile and impactful 

educational strategy. 

 

Key Foundations 

integrates playful 

learning primarily 

through guided play, 

effectively balancing 

child-led exploration 

with strategic teacher 

guidance to advance 

literacy skills. In this 

model, teachers 

facilitate rather than 

direct, using open-

ended questions and 

participatory play to 

subtly steer children toward educational objectives without diminishing the joy and 

creative freedom of play (Weisberg et al., 2013). Activities within Key Foundations, 

such as Word Games, Sound Games, Letter Hunts, and interactive storytelling, are 

designed to be fun and socially engaging, enhancing the literacy lessons with a layer 

of play that encourages active and meaningful participation. 

 

The incorporation of playful learning in Key Foundations is pivotal for early childhood 

education because it aligns with developmentally appropriate practices, catering to 

young learners’ cognitive and emotional stages (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009; Lillard & 

Else-Quest, 2006). Playful learning taps into children’s natural curiosity and their ability 

to learn through experimentation and engagement, which are essential for holistic 

development (Bonawitz et al., 2011). Research supports the efficacy of playful 

learning, indicating that children engaged in such activities often exhibit superior 

cognitive outcomes in areas like numeracy, literacy, and language development 

compared to children in more traditional learning environments (Van Oers & Duijkers, 

2013; Walsh et al., 2006). By fostering an environment rich in social interaction and 

language use, playful learning not only enhances immediate educational outcomes 

but also sets the foundation for long-term academic success and a lifelong love of 

learning (Han et al., 2010; Roskos & Christie, 2013; Saracho, 2012). 
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Quick 10-Minute Lessons 

In addition to offering playful and discovery-based learning opportunities, Key 

Foundations meets the needs of its youngest learners through its brief 10-minute 

lessons. The brevity of these lessons is essential for both logistical and developmental 

reasons. Logistically, preschool classrooms face significant time constraints, with 

limited hours each week to cover extensive material that is necessary for children to 

be kindergarten ready. In addition, there are routine delays caused by the needs of 

young children, such as longer bathroom breaks and transition times (Bustamante et 

al., 2018; Early et al., 2010). The brief lessons in Key Foundations help to optimize the 

limited instructional time available, ensuring that educators can deliver the curriculum 

efficiently and effectively. 

 

From a developmental standpoint, the brevity of these lessons is key in maintaining 

children’s engagement—an essential component of effective learning (Tare et al., 

2010). Young children have attention spans that typically range from 8 to 12 minutes, 

aligning perfectly with the duration of Key Foundations’ lessons (Lin, 2022). This 

alignment helps to maximize focus and learning potential by matching educational 

activities to the natural attention capacities of preschoolers, who also have limited 

abilities to manage attention, emotion, and behavior over extended periods. 

Therefore, the 10-minute lesson structure not only suits their developmental stage but 

also enhances their overall learning experience by keeping them engaged and 

attentive throughout each session. 

Multiple Media for Learning  

Finally, Hatch Early Learning enhances the effectiveness of learning experiences for 

young children by offering Key Foundations, a print-based solution, and Ignite, a 

digital solution, together in one package. Through this combination of a print-based 

and digital solution, Hatch leans into the benefits of learning from multiple media 

based in the learning sciences.   

At a fundamental level, it is important for early childhood classrooms to have both 

non-digital and digital learning resources because children today are “digital natives,” 

meaning that they were born into a world filled with technology. Consequently, it is 
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important for early childhood 

educators to adapt to the status quo 

and include technology use in their 

classrooms.  

Beyond introducing children to 

technology, educators should note 

that children learn more when they 

use multiple mediums for learning 

than when they only use one 

(Neuman et al., 2021). Recent 

research suggests that when children 

engage with literacy-focused materials encompassing both teacher-supported lessons 

and digital games, they exhibit greater gains in early literacy skills compared to when 

they engage with either set of materials alone (Neuman et al., 2021). The combination 

of media for learning exposes children to different sets of processing tools, which, in 

turn, helps them retain the information for longer (Neuman et al., 2022). Therefore, it is 

not surprising that memory retention is a key benefit of using multiple mediums for 

learning. By engaging in different forms of processing, children can build more 

connections between different concepts and situations and use more sensory 

channels (Clark & Mayer, 2024). In turn, by using multiple mediums for learning, 

children can remember the information for longer periods of time. Ultimately, 

information that is remembered is learned.  

Overall, Key Foundations skillfully combines principles from the learning sciences to 

create an enriching and effective learning environment for preschool children. By 

incorporating both discovery-based and playful learning approaches alongside 

concise, developmentally appropriate lessons that can be paired with digital game-

based learning experiences, Key Foundations not only enhances children’s literacy 

skills but also fosters a deep, lifelong passion for learning. This strategic blend of 

design features ensures that learning is engaging, meaningful, and aligned with the 

natural developmental stages of young learners, setting a solid foundation for future 

educational success. 
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Key Foundations Materials Are Designed to Support 

Teachers’ Instructional Practices 

In addition to being designed based on principles from the learning sciences, Key 

Foundations is thoughtfully designed to support teachers with high-quality 

instructional practices. These practices are intended to help teachers effectively use 

the program in their unique classroom settings. Key Foundations incorporates three 

key instructional practices: scaffolded instruction, modifications and extensions, and 

assessment and progress monitoring. These features give teachers the tools they need 

to adapt lessons to meet diverse learning needs and to keep track of student 

progress. 

Scaffolded Instruction 

Scaffolded instruction is a teaching method in which educators provide structured 

support to help students learn new knowledge, skills, or concepts that they couldn’t 

achieve independently. This support, which can include guidance, prompts, and 

demonstrations, is designed to build upon students’ existing knowledge, making the 

new information more accessible and relatable (Wood et al., 1976). 

The scaffolded instruction process begins by activating students’ prior knowledge that 

is relevant to the new content. Teachers then help students connect this existing 

knowledge with the new information, illustrating the application and relevance 

through clear examples and models (Kamil et al., 2011). As students grow more 

proficient, teacher support is gradually reduced, which encourages them to become 

independent in their learning (van de Pol et al., 2010).  

All Key Foundations lessons and games follow this scaffolded instruction approach, in 

that the instructions for each game and lesson support teachers in activating children’s 

prior knowledge, connecting their knowledge to new information, and modeling new 

skills. This scaffolded instruction approach not only enhances understanding but also 

fosters students’ ability to apply new skills autonomously. 

Modifications and Extensions  

Offering modifications and extensions to learning activities is an important 

instructional practice because it supports the principles of differentiated instruction. 

The approach of differentiated instruction acknowledges that students have varying 

levels of readiness, interests, and learning profiles, and it aims to provide multiple 
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pathways for children to achieve success (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). Ultimately, 

differentiation positively impacts student learning outcomes (Tomlinson et al., 2003). 

Differentiated instruction can involve both modifications and extensions. Modifications 

are intended to support children who need practice and support in more fundamental 

skills. Offering modifications, such as alternative assignments, additional resources, or 

adjusted expectations, can maximize children’s potential for success. Therefore, each 

Key Foundations lesson provides tips for modifying activities for children who need 

additional support or scaffolding.  

Extensions are intended to support children who are more advanced in their learning 

to delve deeper into a topic or explore related concepts in greater depth. By offering 

extensions, teachers can scaffold students’ learning experiences and facilitate their 

progression toward more complex skills and concepts. According to Vygotsky’s zone 

of proximal development theory, students learn best when they are provided with 

tasks that are just beyond their current level of proficiency but achievable with 

guidance (Vygotsky, 1978). Moreover, providing enrichment activities and 

opportunities for students to pursue their interests results in increased motivation and 

academic achievement (Tomlinson et al., 2002). Given the benefits of extension 

opportunities, Key Foundations lessons provide extensions, including tips for 

extending or increasing the complexity of the activity for children who need more of a 

challenge. Finally, lessons include follow-up small-group activities that support 

additional reinforcement, application, and practice of target skills.   
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Teachers can modify the Phonological & Phonemic Awareness Game by using the tip provided in the “For 

Extra Support” box and can extend the game by implementing the “For a Challenge” tip. 

Assessment and Progress Monitoring 

Evaluation within education is immensely valuable, fulfilling several crucial roles in 

bolstering student learning, directing teaching strategies, and appraising educational 

efficacy. Progress monitoring, a form of assessment, entails continuously monitoring 

and assessing a student’s advancement to furnish educators with feedback. Research 

suggests that this approach is beneficial in evaluating proficiency across diverse 

academic domains and assisting educators in elevating their students’ academic 

performance (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2001). Key Foundations provides two pathways for 

educators to collect data about their children’s progress and concept mastery.  
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One pathway is through observations teachers make during Key Foundations 

activities. Children are active participants in Key Foundations lessons, and through 

their participation, teachers can collect ongoing data and provide feedback on 

children’s knowledge and understanding. How children engage during lessons 

informs teachers about which skills children have mastered and which may need extra 

attention. Teachers can then use this information to provide extra support during Key 

Foundations lessons to children who require more fundamental practice. 

The other pathway is through reliable and valid assessments provided within the Key 

Foundations curricular materials that educators can use to identify individual strengths 

or areas where children need support. The National Early Literacy Panel (2008) 

indicates that “early childhood educators interested in monitoring children’s progress 

or in identifying those children who need targeted intervention to promote early 

literacy skills should use assessments that provide reliable and valid measurement of 

these skills” (p. 78). Key Foundations provides four assessment tools that educators 

can use to measure early literacy skills and identify children who need additional 

intervention. Teachers can utilize the data gathered from their observations and one-

on-one assessments to compile information about children’s knowledge and 

understanding and evaluate the effectiveness of their instructional methods. 

Assessment name Assessment description 

Development Skills 

Checklist 

Assesses children’s developmental skills, such as 

sensory-motor development, cognitive development, 

and skills related to language and literacy development 

Foundations for 

Literacy Checklist 

Assesses the skills children need for learning to read 

and write, including oral language skills, phonological 

and phonemic awareness, book and print knowledge, 

and letter and letter–sound knowledge 

Grapheme Knowledge 

Assessment 
Assesses whether children can name and give the 

appropriate sound for alphabet letters 

Letter Formation 

Assessment 

Assesses whether children can write each letter of the 

alphabet with correct letter formation 
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Professional Development to Support Key Foundations 

Implementation  

The Importance of Professional Development  

To support educators in using the instructional practices provided through Key 

Foundations, there are several professional development (PD) opportunities available. 

High-quality PD is crucial for early childhood educators to enhance their instructional 

skills and the overall educational experience for young children. Effective PD has been 

shown to improve educators’ use of evidence-based instructional strategies, leading 

to notable improvements in children’s language and literacy skills (Justice et al., 2008; 

Powell et al., 2010). Additionally, PD supports educators’ professional growth and job 

satisfaction, which contributes to higher staff retention and program stability (Ansley et 

al., 2019). 

Investment in PD is also vital 

for reducing educational 

disparities and promoting 

equitable outcomes among 

children from diverse 

backgrounds, particularly 

children from low-income 

families or those with 

special needs. Children 

attending programs staffed 

by well-trained educators 

tend to show better 

cognitive, social–emotional, 

and academic outcomes 

than other children who attended programs where staff did not have as many PD 

opportunities (Whitebook et al., 2016).  

Hatch Early Learning offers specific PD opportunities for Key Foundations, and the Key 

Foundations instructional materials include embedded PD. These initiatives not only 

boost educator confidence and community but also foster a more effective and 

equitable early childhood education system. 

Effective PD has 

been shown to 

improve 

educators’ use of 

evidence-based 

instructional 

strategies, leading 

to notable 

improvements in 

children’s 

language and 

literacy skills  

(Justice et al., 2008; 

Powell et al., 2010).  
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Hatch PD Offerings 

Hatch’s PD opportunities support educators in understanding how to best 

implement Ignite and Key Foundations in their learning environments and in 

deepening their educational knowledge overall. The professional learning 

model of PD at Hatch includes offerings that can be customized for either 

educators or administrators, which allows programs to tailor the learning to the 

appropriate audience. Participants also have the benefit of working within a 

community of their peers and being guided by a trainer to explore deeper into 

Hatch’s solutions. Hatch offers three PD sessions covering everything 

educators need to know to implement and effectively utilize Ignite and Key 

Foundations in their programs. These PD sessions focus on how to initiate 

implementation of these tools, how to utilize the data that these tools produce, 

and how to incorporate these tools into educators’ everyday instructional 

practices.  

Embedded PD in Key Foundations 

Key Foundations incorporates embedded PD opportunities, seamlessly 

integrating them into educators’ daily routines. This approach enables 

educators to apply new knowledge and skills immediately in their teaching 

practices, enhancing effectiveness and efficiency. Embedded PD in Key 

Foundations includes specific cues and prompts during activities and lessons, 

helping educators understand and apply the literacy teaching methodologies 

more profoundly. 

Embedded PD is recognized for its ability to promote reflective practice and 

continuous professional growth. It allows educators to reflect on their teaching 

methods in real time, deepening their understanding of educational theories 

and instructional strategies (Bowman et al., 2001). This ongoing reflection 

helps educators adapt to the diverse needs of their students, optimizing 

learning outcomes. Furthermore, embedded PD fosters a collaborative 

learning environment among teachers, enhancing knowledge sharing and 

support within the educational community (Sheridan et al., 2009). It also 

bridges the gap between theory and practice by integrating research-based 
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strategies directly into classroom interactions, which is crucial for developing 

key skills, such as language development and social–emotional skills, in young 

learners (Neuman & Cunningham, 2009). Additionally, because it is integrated 

into daily routines, embedded PD proves to be a cost-effective and sustainable 

approach, enhancing long-term educational quality and effectiveness without 

the need for extensive external training (Hunzicker, 2012). 

Hatch’s comprehensive approach to PD through both structured PD sessions 

and embedded strategies within Key Foundations ensures that educators are 

well-equipped to foster a nurturing and effective learning environment. These 

PD opportunities not only improve educators’ teaching practices but also build 

a supportive community that emphasizes continuous growth and reflective 

practice. Ultimately, this commitment to PD helps advance educational equity 

and excellence, preparing educators to meet the diverse needs of all students 

and paving the way for children’s successful academic and social–emotional 

development. 

Conclusion 

Key Foundations is a crucial tool in early childhood education. It builds the 

foundational skills that support literacy learning and prevents the widening 

achievement gap that often occurs when some children start school less prepared 

than their peers. Key Foundations sets children up for success using a comprehensive, 

evidence-based approach that supports the development of foundational literacy 

skills. The curriculum is designed for ease of implementation, featuring succinct 10-

minute lessons that seamlessly integrate into daily routines, and is backed by robust 

PD options to ensure that educators are well-prepared and supported. By 

emphasizing playful, discovery-based learning experiences that engage and respect 

children’s prior knowledge, Key Foundations makes learning not only enjoyable but 

also deeply effective. Its use of the science of reading to underpin instructional 

strategies ensures that the approach is grounded in the best practices known to 

enhance early literacy skills. Most importantly, the speech-to-sound-to-print approach 

is specifically tailored to set a solid foundation for literacy development, ensuring that 

young learners are equipped with the critical skills needed to transition successfully 

into the demands of later schooling. Key Foundations stands out as a pivotal literacy 
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resource, offering a structured yet flexible approach to bolstering early literacy and 

preparing children for future academic success. 
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