
 

Understanding and supporting children’s schemas 
 
Schemes play a crucial role in children’s development and lifelong learning. Researchers 
believe there are a number of different schemas; vertical (going up and down), enclosure 
(putting things inside other things), circular (going round and round), going over and 
under, going through. Others have identified other patterns that have dominated 
children’s play such as ‘connecting’.  

What is a schema? 
 
Schemas are described as patterns of repeated behaviour which allow children to explore 
and express developing ideas and thoughts through their play and exploration. The 
repetitive actions of schematic play allow children to construct meaning in what they are 
doing. 

Why do schemas matter? 
 
By working through these schemas, young children are equipping themselves with the 
knowledge and skills that lay the foundations for almost everything we do in later life, from 
writing to driving a car. 

Once a child has understood a schema’s physical manifestation, they are able to consider 
more abstract applications. For example, the concept of emailing a photo to Grandma 
becomes easier to understand once we have had the chance to practise moving objects 
from one place to another, whether that’s rolling a toy car across the floor or taking a doll 
out of her box and putting her into the doll’s house. 

Children also learn by using their own bodies in schema play. The simple act of walking 
from one point to another helps them understand the idea of trajectory, of moving from A 
to B. 

 



 

Supporting Schemes 
 
Though observation we can identify which schema a child is currently working within. 
Once we have identified the schema we can create learning opportunities for children to 
practice the skills required to be able to work through the scheme. Through providing 
learning opportunities at home and in a group setting, parents and early years 
practitioners have a greater chance of sharing a child’s interest and further developing 
their learning because what is being offered is more likely to be ‘in-tune’ with the child’s 
pattern of development. 

  
By watching closely and noticing the patterns of your child’s play, you can give them other 
activities and toys that match that schema, which will hold their interest as well as helping 
them with the stage of development that they are currently working through. 
 
Much of young children’s learning is physical, it involves much moving around: jumping, 
twirling, hiding, rolling; healthy, happy children move most of the time. And this movement 
supports the development of their minds as well as their bodies. 

For example, several schemas (vertical, enclosure, going over, under and through) involve 
children in making movements, and later marks, that include all the marks needed to write 
conventionally recognised letters found in multiple languages around the world. So the 
early development of schemas through children’s physical movement provides an 
essential underpinning for eventually beginning to write.  

Below are a description of the 8 main schemes to help you identify which schema or 
schemas your child is currently working within, along with ideas for how we can support 
children in each of the different schemes. 

 

 



 



 

 


