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House Keeping

• Restrooms

• Fire Safety

• Tea/Coffee



Aims
• Explore the far reaching impact of block play on a child’s 

development

• Dip into the history of block play 

• Familiarise ourselves with the role of the adult in block play

• Explore the opportunities to promote literacy and numeracy 
through block play

• Explore the holistic opportunities within block play to develop 
the 4 Capacities, Meta Skills and life long learning.
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Introduction to Block Play



‘Rich block play does not just occur. It develops 
when the adult acts as a powerful catalyst 
working hard to enable it.’ 

(Bruce in Gura 1992:26)

Introduction to 
Block Play



Friedrich Fröbel

• Froebel believed that even very young children could learn 
scientific, artistic and natural principles by playing with 
various physical objects, which he called “gifts”.

Introduction to 
Block Play

• Friedrich Froebel was the founder of Kindergarten 
Education. 

• He believed in the value of play to shape behaviour and aid 
in children's intellectual and emotional growth.



Froebel’s Gifts

Introduction to 
Block Play

The kindergarten was sourced with specially devised materials for children’s 
play and learning which Froebel called ‘gifts and occupations’. 

• Soft crocheted balls on string
• Weaving materials sewing
• Drawing and painting
• Wooden pattern boards and sticks for construction
• Clay
• Sand
• Water
• Wooden blocks



Froebelian principles
Introduction to 

Block Play



Froebelian principles
Introduction to 

Block Play

Freedom with guidance

Unity, connectedness and community

Engaging with nature 

Learning through self-activity and 
reflection 

The central importance of play 

Creativity and the power of symbols 

Knowledgeable and nurturing 
educators



Caroline Pratt

• Developed teaching methods that focused on play, influenced by Froebel’s 
kindergarten philosophy that suggested that children’s play and activity 
were central to their individual growth and development.

• Her philosophy of teaching was based on the children’s interests, and 
through play she allowed them to learn experimentally through their 
experiences in their immediate environments.

• Advocate of free play vs ‘taught’ curriculum

• Developed wooden unit blocks, based on the blocks used by Froebel.

Introduction to 
Block Play



Caroline Pratt

Froebel (1782-1852) and Pratt (1867-1954) each 
therefore developed a theory which supported the 
importance of children learning through active 
engagement in meaningful play. 

Bruce, T. (Eds) (2012)

Introduction to 
Block Play



Realising the Ambition: Being Me
Section 9.2 p.102-103





Slow pedagogy...

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.
1080/1350293X.2025.2452547?mi=5t0s03



Play Time
Select as many blocks/resources as you wish from all of the resources available. 
You are only allowed one trip to collect resources.

Find a comfortable space and quietly explore your chosen items.

- Create what you like 
- Be imaginative 
- Don’t be concerned with what others are doing 

How did you feel…
• At the start;
• Whilst building;
• When you finished?

Introduction to 
Block Play



The Blocks
• Unit blocks

– solid hardwood 

– sustainable

– built on the same basic standard 
of measurement. – ratio 1:2:4

• Large hollow blocks: 

– carry with two hands

– can be stood on 

– can build life-sized structures

–  hollow in order to reduce their 
weight

Introduction to 
Block Play



Environment, Space and Storage

• Organised
• Easily accessible, open access 

storage 
• Adequate space
• Sufficient number and variety of  

blocks
• Different shapes can be seen
• Flooring

Introduction to 
Block Play



Block Names

Introduction to 
Block Play





Schematic Play



Schematic Play 

• Schemas are patterns of 
repetitive play.

• Schemas are often seen in 
block play.

• Observing schemas can help 
practitioners to support 
children and provide 
opportunities to extend and 
develop their play and learning.

Schematic Play



Schematic Play



Stages of Block Play



Children’s play with blocks will change over time as their understanding and 
experience deepens. Knowledge of these stages allows practitioners to support 
children’s learning and provide what they need in order to take the next step.

Stages of block play include:

1. Carrying

2. Stacking

3. Bridging

4. Enclosures

5. Patterning 

6. Building complex structures

7. Dramatic Play with complex structures

Stages of Block Play

Stages of Block 
Play



Stage 1 - Carrying

Children will:

• explore the blocks using their senses – 
they examine them closely, touch and 
taste them.

• hold one block in each hand and hit them 
together, exploring sound.

• carry the blocks from place to place.

• knock down structures built by others.

No actual building takes place within the 
carrying stage.

Stages of Block 
Play



Stage 2 - Stacking
Children:

• Have an intrinsic need to build rows and 
towers repeatedly – they do this before 
moving on to build other structures.

• May haphazardly stack blocks until they 
fall.

• May line blocks up, pushing them into an 
even line.

When children have mastered building rows 
and towers they build them in multiples – 

this can resemble floors and walls.
      

Stages of Block 
Play



Stage 3 - Bridging

Children:

• Begin bridging or roofing the space 
between two upright blocks 

• Repeat bridging over and over again.

• Use this skill to build bridges on top of 
bridges.

Stages of Block 
Play



Stage 4 - Enclosures
Children:

• Use blocks to enclose space. 

• Need to practice using four block to 
create an enclosure in the shape of a 
square.

• Repeat creating enclosures over and 
over

• Begin to experiment with the size and 
shape of enclosures and connect one 
to the other.

Stages of Block 
Play



Stage 5 - Patterning
Children:

• Use blocks to create patterns 
and symmetry when 
building

• May incorporate some 
enhancements, such as 
small world and loose parts.

• Generally do not name their 
buildings

Stages of Block 
Play



Stage 6 -Building Complex Structures

Children:

• Use a larger number of blocks 
incorporating towers, rows, 
bridges, enclosures and patterns 
in the same structure.

• Name their structures whilst they 
are building or after

Stages of Block 
Play



Stage – 7 Dramatic Play with Complex Structures

Children:

• Tell you what they are going to build before 

they start, showing they have a plan for 

their play 

• Build familiar structures.  The design 

features of the building represent the 

actual structure, for example, windows or a 

drawbridge.

• Create and add their own enhancements 

to the structure, recycled materials (loose 

parts) supporting the dramatic play and 

their interpretation of how the world works.

Stages of Block 
Play



Role of the Adult



Role of the Adult

• Knowing about blocks

• Free choice

• Connections

• Space

• Storage which shows the whole and the parts

• Time

• Valuing block play

Role of the Adult



Role of the Adult

Sensitive Interaction
• Being an active observer

• Listening

• Protecting children’s block play

• Being a play partner

• Putting actions into words

• Questioning

• Supporting and extending

Role of the Adult



Video

https://www.communityplaythings.co.uk/learning-library/videos/teachers-role


Literacy Learning through Block Play



Literacy Development

Block play helps to develop:

• Creativity and imagination 

• Language and communication – vocabulary 

• Storytelling and role play (story acting)

• Mark making - representation of own ideas and symbols

Literacy Learning 
through Block Play



Imagination
• Have ideas
• Invent

Open-Mindedness

• Listen
• Think 

differently
• Explore

Curiosity
• Inquire
• Observe
• Research

Problem Solving
• Identify
• Respond
• Present 

solutions

Literacy Learning 
through Block Play



The Learning Environment

Education Scotland, Realising the Ambition- 2020



Communication and Language

Communication

• Being in control and engaged in interactions

• Using symbols and understanding symbolic relationships 

• Using more advanced language

• Use of props

• Sustained Shared Thinking

Vocabulary

• Sparkle words linked to focus book

• Names of the blocks

• Specialised words vocabulary linked to specific themes or interests e.g. 
astronaut



Developing Children’s Language

• Showing an example

• Using ‘think alouds’Modelling

• Plan your strategy or approach

• Reviewing actions or steps

• Break ideas or tasks down

• provide cues and prompts 

Scaffolding

• Providing suggestions

• Prompting children to explain their thinking

• Helping children to think through alternatives 
Extension

First, I will put two unit blocks 
on top of one another here and 
here, and then I will put a unit 
block across the top to make a 

bridge,  and then I can drive the 
car through the tunnel, I 

wonder if it will fit.



Developing Children’s Language

• Showing an example

• Using ‘think alouds’Modelling

• Plan your strategy or approach

• Reviewing actions or steps

• Break ideas or tasks down

• provide cues and prompts 

Scaffolding

• Providing suggestions

• Prompting children to explain their thinking

• Helping children to think through alternatives 
Extension

What do you need to do?

What have you tried so far? 
Has it worked?

You might need to … to get it 
to work.”, “Looks like you 

need to to ...



Developing Children’s Language

• Showing an example

• Using ‘think alouds’Modelling

• Plan your strategy or approach

• Reviewing actions or steps

• Break ideas or tasks down

• provide cues and prompts 

Scaffolding

• Providing suggestions

• Prompting children to explain their thinking

• Helping children to think through alternatives 
Extension

Have you thought 
about trying this?

What if you …?

Why do you think…?
Where does this 
idea come from?

That would be one 
way, what’s another 
way we could try?



Supporting Sustained Shared Thinking

Refrain from closed questions and statements:

• “Nice building.”

• “What are you building?”

Use open-ended questions and model thinking aloud:

• “What would happen if…?”

• “Tell me about…”

• “What else could you try?”

• “How did you…?”



Story Telling and Role Play
Literacy Learning 

through Block Play

Block play 
can:

Develop children’s abstract thinking and use of 
imagination

Enable children to represent their ideas 
symbolically through arranging and manipulating 
blocks

Develop oral language and literacy learning as 
children take on roles and develop their own story 
narratives

Foster social interaction between children as 
they plan, negotiate and create together.



Story Telling and Role Play

• Literacy enhancements

• Incorporating blocks into interactive shared story 
sessions

• Block provocations

• Adult role – active observer, prompting, guiding 

Literacy Learning 
through Block Play



The Learning Environment

Education Scotland, Realising the Ambition- 2020



Fabric

Small word/ 
story props

Loose parts Mark making 
kit



Build elements of setting 
from the book 

Setup provocation for 
oral storytelling 



Mark making

Opportunities for mark making

• Planning building/construction

• Record constructions

• Making signs/labels/characters/features

• Making a story about their construction

Literacy Learning 
through Block Play



Enhancements
Literacy Learning 

through Block Play





Literacy Learning 
through Block Play



Literacy Learning 
through Block Play





Writing Stories

The Princess

Once upon a time there 
was a princess who 

wanted a new castle, we 
designed one with tall 

towers and a look out at 
the top. 

The End 

Literacy Learning 
through Block Play



Telling Tales

• Select a traditional/familiar story or rhyme.

• Build a setting as a provocation.

• Use enhancements to retell and recreate the 
story or rhyme.

• Feedback to the group and show case your story.

Suggested Activities 
for staff CLPL

Task



Numeracy Learning through Block Play



"A study that evaluated the block constructions of 4 year olds 

(in 1982) and compared them with their test scores in high 

school (in 1998) supported the hypothesis that a child’s ability 

to create complex block constructions can predict 

mathematical ability."

Cited in Pamela C. Phelps, Ph.D., Laura L. Stannard, Ph.D. June 2012

What the research says....



Why Unit Blocks?
Unit blocks are special because they:

• have a precise mathematical 
relationship to each other

• are open ended and offer infinite 
creative possibilities

• have a neutral, natural texture and 
colour which supports symbolic play

• have weight, which gives structures 
strength and stability

• do not require a system of joining 
therefore structures are only limited 
by the natural laws of gravity and 
other forces.



Numeracy through the Stages Of Block 
Play.

• Weighing when carrying.
• Comparing and counting blocks when stacking.
• Measuring distance when bridging.
• Making judgements on shape and space when enclosing.
• Applying symmetry when patterning and building complex 

structures.
• Classifying and sorting when tidying up!

Remember:

❖ Problem Solving is happening throughout all block play.



Mathematics



The Learning Environment

Education Scotland, Realising the Ambition- 2020





Enhancements



That's a nice 
model.

Great building.

Well done.



I wonder 
whose building has 
the most blocks...

This tower has more 
blocks. I wonder why 

it's shorter...

How could we make 
sure these towers 

are the same 
height?

Think Aloud Suggestions
Measure

I see that my block is 
half the size of 

yours...



I think I need a 
block with a curved 

edge...

I wonder how we can 
continue this 

pattern?

How would you 
describe this shape?
Is it the same when 
it's upside down?

Think Aloud Suggestions
Shape and Pattern

I think this building is 
the same on both 

sides...



I wonder how we 
can stop the rain 
from getting in?

How will we make 
sure the dinosaurs 

don't escape?

Could we make a 
bridge to join the 

buildings

Think Aloud Suggestions
Problem Solving

What could we 
change about the 

ramp to speed up / 
slow down the cars?



Challenge

Let's build a home for:



Bridge the Gap

Create the longest self supporting single bridge 
span, you must be able to drive a car from 
ground level from one side to another.

Points System:

10 points for every metre spanned.

10 points for every 50cm from the ground at the 
highest point.

20 points if the car reaches the other side.

Task



“Much research has shown that young children’s 
spatial rather than numerical abilities predict 
their overall mathematical achievement”

(Young et al 2018)



Learning Across the Curriculum:
Meta-skills &
4 Capacities



Learning in all areas

• Communication and Language Development

• Physical Development 

• Personal, social and emotional development

• Literacy

• Mathematics

• Understanding of the World

• Expressive Arts and Design.

Learning Across 
the Curriculum



Learning across the curriculum..

As an open-ended resource, block play lends 
itself to any curriculum based on holistic child 
development. Block play supports all areas of 

children’s development. (Cuffaro 1995)









Individuals

Contributors
Citizens

Learners





Meta skills and Block Play

"Whilst we cannot predict the future, we can prepare for 
a future that is increasingly unpredictable."

Meta Skills and 
Block Play



Meta-skills

"As children and young people progress through their education, it is essential 
that practitioners nurture and develop their meta-skills so they can navigate a 

world which is increasingly complex and unpredictable."

Meta Skills and 
Block Play



Meta Skills and 
Block Play

Meta-skills progression framework



Final thought...
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Contacts
• Ana Gould gw22gouldanastasia@glow.ea.glasgow.sch.uk

• Emma Finlay gw17finlayemma@glowmail.org.uk

• Gemma Macdonald gw21macdonaldgemma@glowmail.org.uk

• Twitter: @GlasgowLEL

• Blog: Google Leaders of Early Learning 
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/gc/gccleadersofearlylearning/

mailto:gw22gouldanastasia@glow.ea.glasgow.sch.uk
mailto:gw17finlayemma@glowmail.org.uk
mailto:gw21dorriangemma@glowmail.org.uk
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/gc/gccleadersofearlylearning/


Feedback 

Scan the QR code

https://forms.office.com/
e/DKRnxwfQ1u?origin=lpr
Link

https://forms.office.com/e/DKRnxwfQ1u?origin=lprLink
https://forms.office.com/e/DKRnxwfQ1u?origin=lprLink
https://forms.office.com/e/DKRnxwfQ1u?origin=lprLink
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