
Schemas

Definition of a Schema
‘Patterns of repeated behaviour which children use to explore and express their developing ideas 
and thoughts, usually through play and exploration.’ (Stella Louis et al. 2013) 

A Schema must be observed in more that one activity to be called a Schema.

Frequently observed Schemas
Schema Definition Provision to support
Transporting A preoccupation with moving 

themselves around and transporting 
objects to different places.  

Objects to transport around the 
setting.  Purses, shopping baskets
and trolleys.

Enveloping An interest in covering and wrapping 
up objects or themselves or in putting 
items inside containers and bags. 

Dressing up clothes such as hats, 
cloaks, etc.  Fabric for wrapping 
and covering.  

Enclosure/
Containing

A curiosity in creating and/or 
occupying enclosed spaces. 

Den making and large boxes to 
get into.

Trajectory An interest in how people and objects 
move and how children can affect this 
movement. 

Throwing area inside and out with 
balls, beanbags, etc.  Paper 
planes, target games and pulleys.

Rotation A curiosity in things which turn such as
keys and knobs and/or how they move 
such as spinning around and making 
circles in the sand.  

Locks and keys, wind-up toys, 
cogs and wheels. Ribbons and 
ribbons sticks and making simple 
windmills.

Connection An interest in joining and fastening 
things together and in taking them 
apart. 

Construction kits and train tracks. 
Building and weaving with natural 
materials. 

Positioning A preoccupation with placing objects or
themselves in patterns or rows. 

Objects to stack and sort.  
Creative activities such as 
printing, painting and collage. 

Orientation An interest in seeing things from 
different angles. 

Kaleidoscopes, mirror play and 
binoculars.  Opportunities to 
climb, roll, twist and spin. 

It does not matter what you call the Schema but you may observe that some children almost can’t 
help themselves engaging in a strong schema.  Children may have a predominant schema and 
other less dominant ones.  Some children may have a cluster of Schemas.

Making the connection between schemas and self-esteem 
• Schemas are fundamental to children's identity
• Children's self-esteem depends on the extent to which they feel accepted
• When their schemas are recognized, accepted and valued, learning and development can 

be enhanced in a way that makes sense to the child.

Schemas cannot be, taught they are biological
• Schemas can be seen through close observation of children at play.
• When children are involved in schematic play their level of involvement is often 

high 
• Link with Characteristics of Effective Learning (EYFS), how children learn.
• Working with schemas can help create the mental framework for language and 

thinking.
• Knowledge of children’s schemas can help appropriate planning which can offer 

experiences to help children’s learning be secure and develop new thinking and 
understanding.

• Parents are vital partners in sharing knowledge of their children’s behaviors and 
often enjoy learning about their children’s schemas.

 Recommended Reading includes:- ‘Understanding Schemas in young children Again! Again! By 
Stella Louis et.al edited By Sally Featherstone (2013)
‘Young Children Learning through Schemas’ by Katey Mairs and the Pen Green Team. (2013)


