


Through play, young children learn about their world. With this knowledge, they can understand books 

and stories once they begin to read. The first edition of the “Every Child Ready to Read®” project listed 

six skills necessary for children to successfully learn how to read and write. They included print 

awareness, letter knowledge, phonological awareness, vocabulary, narrative skills and print motivation, 

all of which can be learned through play.  

 

Unfortunately many parents, and even educators, do not appreciate the relevancy of play and how 

meaningful it is for children. Instead, there is often an increased demand for academics, both at home 

and at school. Kindergarten skills are being taught in some preschools, and numerous preschools reduce 

playtime in favor of forced learning, memorization, and drills. Additionally, parents are bombarded with 

media messages from the time their children are babies about the need to excel, and the value of 

certain products or enrichment tools to help their own child do so. 

 

Librarians and educators have stressed the importance of brain research showing the importance of the 

first five years of a child’s life in synapses formation and brain development. Many 





 

The use of blocks by young children has a long history, with the introduction of alphabet blocks as early 

as 1693 by John Locke. (Hewitt, 2001). Many well-known educators throughout the years have 

emphasized block building, including Friedrich Froebel (considered the Father of Kindergarten) and 

Maria Montessori. Both Froebel and Montessori emphasized specific ways of using block materials, 

though each also allowed for some creative self-expression. Caroline Pratt introduced unit blocks in the 

early 1900’s. These soon became basic in schools across the U.S., and are still popular today. Unlike 

Froebel and Montessori, Pratt was a firm believer in free expression, and encouraged open-ended play 

with blocks. (Pollman, 2010).  

 

Children go through various stages of development when playing with blocks. Though no single 

progression has been accepted as definitive, the one described most often in the literature is by H. 

Johnson. His chapter “The Art of Blockbuilding” in The Block Book, published by the National Association 

for the Education of Young Children, identifies seven stages of block building.  (Hirsch, 1996).  Ages for 

the stages has been delineated by Pollman (2010).  

1. Carrying (blocks carried, not used for construction; young children around age 2)  

2. Stacking (horizontal or vertical stacking; beginning around age 3)  

3. Bridging (children create a bridge using two blocks to support a third; also around age 3)  

4. Enclosure (blocks enclose a space; around age 4)  

5. Patterns and Symmetry (balanced structures, decorative or symmetrical patterns; ages 4 & 5) 



 

Constructive Play in Library Programming  

Because block play is so important for children from a young age, libraries can engage children in 

constructive play during programming scheduled for some of its youngest patrons.  

 

For the purposes of this paper, we are going to look at two strengths of block and brick building that 

warrant consideration for public libraries:  

1. Effects on Literacy  

2. STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) education programming at the Library.  

 

We often tend to think children are primarily learning mathematical skills while playing with blocks. 

However, numerous studies have shown the positive effects of block and brick play on early literacy. 

Skills and abilities developed through block play are essential for success in reading and writing.  

Effects on Literacy  

 

One major effect is on language and vocabulary learning. Children are deciding what to build and 

selecting different sizes and shapes of blocks, but also are communicating with their peers and with 

adults. They often discuss their plans for building, and are eager to describe what they have built. With 

librarian or adult help, new vocabulary can be increased. (Example: “I see you have built a 

ramp/incline.”) Children also learn new words from one another while playing, or when looking at books 

on buildings or structures.  

 

In addition, dramatic play often grows out of constructive play, which leads to increased oral language 

production while the child is role-playing. The value of oral language creation by children through 

dramatic play with blocks was documented by Isbell and Raines (1991). Their research study compared 

language production in two areas – a block center versus a housekeeping center, often considered an 

area that cultivates rich language. Their results found that the block center produced a greater amount 

of higher quality oral language than the housekeeping center. The children playing with blocks had 

greater verbal fluency (spoke more words), used more complete sentences, and generated more 

vocabulary diversity (total number of different words used). The researchers concluded that playing with 

blocks should be considered vital to the promotion of children’s oral language development.  

 



How can librarians increase literacy experiences when children are playing with blocks or bricks? 

Specifically, librarians can add literacy props and appropriate books to their program area. Neuman and 

Roskos (1990) recommend thre





http://www.ala.org/alsc/importance_of_play] and articles listed in the Resources section below under 

“Programming with Blocks and Bricks.”)  

 

By adding STEM programming, libraries can enhance their image in the community, particularly with 

schools, where partnerships are always crucial, and also among educators and informed parents aware 

of current educational emphasis and concerns. 

  

Block and brick play are natural activities for increasing children’s mathematical and science skills. In 

fact, children who love to create complex block constructions are often have strong math abilities. What 

mathematical skills can children learn from block and brick play? Children can learn shapes, sizes, colors 

with bricks), fractions, and classification. Children are measuring (visually) lengths, widths, and heights, 

are comparing surface volumes, and are visualizing how they can fit the pieces together. These same 

abilities are used later when studying algebra, geometry or calculus in middle school or high school.  

 

Children who have a high interest in playing with bricks or blocks have also been shown to have very 

strong spatial skills. If a child displays spatial aptitude in the early years, they continue to exhibit these 

types of reasoning skills throughout their academic careers. (Pollman, 2010). A study by Wolfgang, 

Stannard, and Jones (2001) found that children’s block play in preschool is a predictor of mathematics 

achievement in middle and high school, which can be seen as early as seventh grade on standardized 

tests of mathematics skills. Thus, by incorporating more play with block-building activities from a young 

age, children will have more opportunities to increase their spatial literacy.  

 

What other skills are children learning besides math? Block play is a great introduction to architecture 

and engineering. In fact, children with strong spatial skills are often drawn later in life to these 

professions, or other technological fields.  

 

For these reasons, libraries that wish to incorporate programs related to STEM would do well to 

incorporate block and brick play.  

 

Conclusions  

Librarians should find more ways to include periods of play in their library programming. It is important 

to first understand children’s stages of development and what types of play are good for certain ages or 



stages. Publications by the National Association for the Education of Young Children are good to consult 

for help in this area.  

 

We can make play a more important part of 



http://www.melissaanddoug.com (Melissa and Doug)  
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