
Play is essential to children’s lives and the vehicle 

through which they learn.  This issue will explore the 

block and dramatic play centres; where numeracy and 

literacy skills are developed and practiced through 

symbolic and socio-dramatic play. 
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 Is motivated by children’s interests 

 Is freely chosen 

 Is flexible and free from rules (meaning  

reality can be suspended) 

 Requires active involvement 

 Is process oriented 

Take a moment to reflect on what 
you played as a child... In what ways 
does that connect to who you are as 

a person today? 

Blocks 

Dramatic 

Science & Sensory 

Creative Art 

Quiet Thinking 

Choice time at learning centres offers children “a pow-

erful opportunity to develop independence, risk-

taking, perseverance, initiative, creativity, reasoning, 

and problem solving—the ‘learning to learn’ skills, 

which are the skills that children need to succeed in 

school and in life.”   (ATFL, ATFJ, p. 169) 

Children’s brains function differently than adults.  

They need  to engage all their senses and have au-

thentic experiences to learn.  Play is how children 

build their brain architecture and is the vehicle 

through which they learn about themselves and the 

world around them.  One of our tools for supporting 

learning is play centres.  These are equivalent to a 

textbook, or a computer in the computer lab.   



Storytelling is universal to all humans across time. It is imbedded in our very exist-

ence through books, movies, cultural practice, teaching approaches, plays, art, pho-

tography, research, relationships, history, innovation and exploration.  In fact our 

lives are a living story.    

The Dramatic Play Centre creates a bridge between home and school and builds 

“social capital” as it reinforces the importance of family and community living.  It 

provides opportunities to explore diversity and become closely affiliated with those 

who are both similar to and different from us.  This centre is the most important 

area of the classroom for promoting inclusive practice that embraces the various 

cultures represented by the children in the program, and the diversity of the na-

tion.  Children can ‘try on’ different identities as they learn more about themselves 

and those around them.  For example, gender bias can be explored as children ne-

gotiate and define social roles.   

The dramatic play area is a 

safe place for children to 

work through some of the big issues in life.  Dramatic play helps 

children express and understand their feelings and emotional 

needs, act on their tender impulses to care for others, and demon-

strate empathy.  Social skills and language are enhanced as cooper-

ation, negotiation and  turn taking are embedded in this play.   

This play centre is one of the most versatile areas in the classroom 

as materials change to evolve with children's needs, interests and 

experiences and with each new opportunity, they spawn new  dra-

ma.  Socio-Dramatic Play  is at the core of this learning centre as 

children take on roles, use props, and have a plot or a narrative that they dramatize collaboratively in both ‘real life’ and 

‘fantasy’ themes. Children demonstrate great variation of ability in this area, depending on their previous life experiences.   

This type of play is critical to children’s holistic literacy development.  When children dramatize, they explore key elements 

of story narratives; setting, characters, problems and solutions, journeys, beginning and end.   Children are also practicing 

the 3 pillars of literacy; reading, writing, and especially oral language.  When the setting changes (ie. vet clinic, outer 

space), so too does the quality and quantity of the vocabulary that children learn.  The more complex and organized the 

stories are in this play, the more adept a child will be at lifelong literacy as they will have developed the necessary founda-

tional skills and had many diverse opportunities to practice in authentic ways.   

How Telling Stories Makes Us Human  https://time.com/5043166/storytelling-evolution/                     
Manitoba Education and Advanced Learning (2015).  A Time for Learning, A Time for Joy 
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Block play is very dynamic and offers children lots of opportunities for learning and 
growth.  It inspires creativity, has embedded math and science elements, and fosters 
literacy.  There is a cognitive and physical developmental progression of block play that 
moves from handling, manipulating, bridging, enclosures, patterns, and finally to repre-
sentation. Blocks also grow with the child, as there are many types of blocks at different 
ages and stages, and play can be solitary or collaboratively with peers; making the block 
centre host to an enormous amount of pro-social learning as children share ideas and 
learn to co-create.  Block play inspires emotional engagement and requires risk taking 
and focus. Children are provided opportunities to feel powerful as they practice spatial 
skills and resourcefulness to problem solve.  They learn persistence as they try new 
ways of manipulating the blocks, and when things don’t work the way they had imag-
ined, or all fall down, they have opportunities to practice managing frustration.  It is 
important that the environment maximizes children’s uninterrupted play and provides  
enough space for elaborate constructions.   
 
Blocks help children learn and 
experiment with various math 

concepts.   They challenge children to learn about design and bal-
ance as they experiment to create the structures they have imag-
ined.  Unit blocks, the wooden block sets seen in all of our KAP class-
rooms, are mathematically precise, and expose children to different 
sizes and shapes and to the relationships that exist among them 
since they are based on the ratio of 1:2:4 and include 20 different 
shapes.  Blocks help children understand concepts of unit iteration 
(the repetition of a single unit to measure something), subdivision 
(fractions), size, length, height, weight,  geometry, physics, sym-
metry, position and direction from a number of perspectives.   

There is an important relationship between block play and literacy.  Blocks offer a three dimensional medium for children to 
represent their thinking and ideas in abstract ways.  This is called Symbolic Play and demonstrates a child’s emerging ability 
for representational thinking (one thing “stands” for another).  Children who successfully use symbols in their play are more 
ready to accept the idea that the squiggles we name letters and words stand for items in their real world.  Adults can encour-
age the children to identify and name their structures, fostering oral language development.  Adults also support the use of 
abstract accessories that might  encourage children to enhance their representations.  The more complex and detailed their 
designs and representation are, the more complex and detailed their  writing will be and their ability to imagine what  written 
text might be trying to communicate (reading).   

Playing to Learn Mathematics  https://www.child-encyclopedia.com/play-based-learning/ccording-experts/playing-learn-mathematics  

Intentionally planned centres can promote the 

provincial curricular goals through the types 

of materials that are present and the types of 

learning they invite.  (ATFL, ATFJ, p. 169 

Early Childhood Educators (ECE) support and 

guide learning through play by strategically 

observing for children’s emergent and 

spontaneous interests, needs and 

misunderstandings.  They plan for, and respond 

to children’s authentic inquiry by  providing 

materials and opportunities for exploration and 

experimentation in a way that provokes critical 

thinking.  ECEs whole heartedly focus on 

supporting children’s growth, while protecting 

their vulnerabilities, as children journey to figure 

out who they are and how to be their unique 

selves in this diverse and multifaceted world.  


