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Your child throws food. Then their plate. It makes a big 

mess. Later that day they constantly throw their toy from the 

stroller immediately after you return it to them. It's play time 

and your child seems to have block tower seeking radar. 

Your child always knows where someone has built one. 

They knock it over. You just finished folding all the clean 

laundry. You turn around for one second and your child 

has emptied it all out and is sitting in the laundry basket. 

Your child has lined all their stuffed animals on their bed, 

and from your perspective, in no particular order. When you 

try to move them they get really upset and cry. You set up 

painting for your child. They get more paint on their hands 

and arm than the paper. 

The scenarios mentioned above are common and seem to 

happen all the time. I have encountered them many times 

during my 9 years as an early childhood educator working 

in various child care settings. They often get categorized as 

challenging or difficult behaviours when in reality a child is 

actually at play. Schematic play to be specific.

Full transparency, in the beginning of my career I used to get 

angry and frustrated by these behaviours. I felt personally 

victimized by them and felt like they were trying to sabotage 

my best laid plans. How dare they keep repeatedly doing 

these things to me? Why do they keep going back to them 

no matter how many times I try to get them to stop?

I continued with this mindset for awhile and was confronted 

with my own feelings and assumptions about children’s 

play. I tried many things to redirect their behaviours or 

change the environment, but it kept happening. I was 

slowly beginning to realize my work needed to be directed 

inward versus outward. I began my critically reflective and 

philosophical journey, doing a lot of internal work. I got 

curious and asked a lot of questions. Why were the children 

doing the same behaviours over and over? Why did they 

make me so upset? What do these behaviours mean? What 

does play look like to me? Is that the same for everyone? I 

truly felt there was something deeper.

Cue to me rediscovering schemas; a topic briefly touched 

upon during my schooling. If you have ever had the 

opportunity to spend time with me you’ve probably heard 

me prattle on about schemas. I absolutely love them. I love 

talking about them. I love using them as a tool to understand 

children’s play and behaviour. I love referring back to them 

to find ways adults and children can co-regulate and self-

regulate.

Now you’re probably asking yourself, “What the heck 

is a schema this person keeps yakking about?” So, I 

invite you to come get curious too! First, let me explain. 

What is a Schema?

A schema is a repetitive behaviour of young children – a 

pattern of play, comparative to a set of instructions.

As adults we participate in schemas all the time, without 

noticing we are doing it.  Turn on a light or make some 

toast and you are using a schema to do it; a mental model 

(a schematic if you will) you’ve created through trial and 

error finding the best and most efficient way to complete 

your task. With that said, like with our phones, just because 

it can operate and finish a task does not mean it can't be 

improved. Hence why we have to do periodic updates. 

Our schemas aren't always up to date. They represent the 

current state of our own personal knowledge. As time 

passes, and we age and explore further, we come to realize 

there are gaps in our understanding. We can then modify 

our schemas to reflect new information. While it is more 

outwardly visible with toddlers, schematic play is something 

everyone indulges in when encountering something for the 

very first time.

Through participating in schematic play babies, toddlers, 

and young children construct their own knowledge. They 

build their understanding on how the world works, how 

items and objects work, and how their bodies effect change. 

What does this thing do? What happens if I drop it? Hit it? 

Throw it? Will it break? What if I do it gain? Your child wants 

answers to all these questions and will persevere until they 

find them. They are trying to make sense of their world - 

one action at a time. An example of this could be your chlld 

knocking over someone’s block tower over and over again. 

This behaviour appears disruptive and targeted on the 

surface; high possibility your child could be participating in 

schematic play.

WHAT IS A SCHEMA? - BY TAMARA JACOBS
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How do I know if a behaviour is a schema?

To know if a behaviour is a schema we need to observe 

your child and how they interact with their world, over a 

period of time. Then we need to know how to label and 

classify the behaviour/s we are seeing. To do this we need 

to know the different types of schemas. There are SO MANY 

schemas and ways to participate in them throughout the 

stages of human development. I am only going to introduce 

you to five of them in this article through the context of 

early childhood development. They are:

1. Positioning Schema

2. Trajectory Schema 

3. Connecting/Disconnecting Schema

4. Enveloping/Containing Schema

5. Enclosing Schema

It is important to note when observing you may notice 

your child has a schema they do over and over (dominant 

schema) – encourage it!

You might notice they seem to be participating in more than 

one schema at once (cluster or co-concurring schemas)  - 

encourage it!

Your child may not be participating in any of the ones I’ve 

mentioned – that’s okay too! That’s a fabulous opportunity 

for you to get more curious about your child and explore 

their play with them.

Positioning Schema

A child who is interested in experimenting with order and 

sequence is participating in the positioning schema. They 

like to place objects next to each other in some form of 

alignment that makes sense to them. They are fascinated by 

classification, shape, patterns, and order; that to someone 

else may seem extreme. This can lead to your child possibly 

being or perceived as being regimented in their play and 

regimented in the way they sort or position the items they 

are playing with. You may see your child:

• Lining up toys and objects (ex. Trains, blocks, animals, 

cars, anything really).

• Putting toys in unusual places (ex. Placing a car at each 

corner of the steps on the stair case).

• Organizing or sorting objects – by colour, shape, 

texture, size, or whatever way makes sense to them, 

creating their own categories.

• Is particular about routines, the order they get dressed, 

and even the placement of food on their plate.

• Likes to create elaborate set ups and scenes with toys/

objects. Think of a set manager in charge of the props 

and set pieces on stage for a play.

Trajectory Schema

Children participating in the trajectory schema have an 

interest in lines – vertical, horizontal, and diagonal. They 

enjoy movement. They like to move their bodies themselves 

and to be moved whether that be rolling, climbing, jumping, 

or running. They're drawn to watching movement and 

making movement happen. You may see your child:

• Loves to drop, throw, or push items to understand how 

they move (ex. Carts, strollers, furniture, balls, sand, 

feathers, scarves, any object that isn’t nailed down). 

Items may get broken while they explore cause and 

effect. When an item is brought back to them they 

promptly drop, throw, or push it again.

• Is obsessed with rolling/dropping items down an incline, 

ramp, or tube/chute. (ex. Cars, balls, chestnuts, etc.). 

• Finds joy in climbing, running, jumping, rolling their 

bodies up and down the furniture, ramps, hills, climbing 

walls, ladders, and/or beams.

• Likes to make marks on paper in straight lines, use rulers 

to draw, and use paint rollers.

• Is fascinated by watching the way water moves. They 

may enjoy watching running water or the way water 

moves down a decline. Children may enjoy creating 

waterways and use funnels or pipes to control the 

water flow.

• Likes to go down the slide and/or climb up it or send 

items up and/or down a slide.

Connecting/Disconnecting Schema

Children engaging in the connecting/disconnecting 

schema like figuring out how some things physically come 

together and others fall apart. Whether they be objects, 

themselves, or people. The ideas of strength and magnetic 

force, stickiness, and slipperiness are exciting to them and 

warrant repeated exploration. The act of building something 

up is just as important knocking it down, disconnecting can 

be as much fun as connecting! You may see your child:

• Has a fascination with mechanisms of doors, and 

door knobs (how they open, lock, and/or shut). They 

enjoy locking/unlocking physical locks or latches on 

cupboards or gates.

• Gravitates towards toys/items that connect or can be 

stacked on each other (ex. Blocks, recycled materials 

like tubes or boxes, legos, puzzles etc.). They may like 

building structures and/or knock over tall towers.  

• Likes to join arms with you or other people, to be 

physically connected.

• Creates train tracks, roads, and water ways that connect 

together like a track.

• Is interested in zips, clothes with buttons, laces, and 

Velcro.
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• Loves using tape to connect things together. This can 

apply to art – using tape, glue, or stapling materials to it.

• Really likes magnets. Connecting them together, 

attaching to a magnetic surface, or watching how two 

magnets interact. (Ex. Magna tiles, magnetic train cars, 

fridge magnets etc.)

• Likes to use materials to tie objects together, to pull 

them, and/or tie themselves to other children or objects. 

(Ex. tying a shoe lace on their stuffy to make a leash). 

Children may tie things around their neck or tie things 

too tight. We can redirect this by modeling safe ways to 

tie things and what items are safe to tie together.

Enveloping/Containing Schema

Children participating in an enveloping/containing schema 

love to wrap, cover, layer and bandage. They have an urge 

to envelop and be enveloped, enveloping themselves and 

objects or a space. They'll wrap up anything from boxes to 

the family cat. They love putting one thing inside another, 

exploring concepts like proportion, volume, and dimension. 

Your child is trying to work out what happens if they wrap, 

hide, or fill an object. Can I still see it? Can I still feel it? How 

much can fit inside? Can I fit inside? What if I wrap it in see-

through fabric? Paper? Put it in a cupboard? Is it still there 

when I unwrap or open it? You may see your child:

• Thoroughly enjoys peek-a-boo, regardless of age.

• Crawl into a tunnel and sit inside, often blocking other 

children from crawling in after them.

• Wearing many necklaces, bracelets, and carry bags at 

once.

• Dressing up in layer after layer of dress-up clothing and/

or wearing a stack of hats. They appear less interested 

in exploring pretend play and more the layering process.

• Loves being swaddled or hiding under blankets. They 

may like to wrap themselves in material and may love 

wrapping people, toys, or pets in material as well.

• Love band aids or bandaging people, animals, or toys.

• Likes putting their socks on their hands instead of feet.

• Playing under the table, in the closet, or other seemingly 

hidden away spaces with puzzles, books, toys etc. 

• Makes dens and forts out of fabric, blankets, sheets, 

coats, or clean/just folded laundry. Loves play tents.

• Hiding or burying items in play dough, sand, dirt, etc. 

• Covers their hands and arms in paint.

• Likes filling/putting things in bags, containers, buckets, 

and pots. (Ex. Filling buckets with sand).

• Repeatedly dropping items behind things or putting 

items in bins/drawers, closing them, and opening them 

again to look inside.

Enclosing Schema

The enclosing schema may seem closely related to the 

enveloping/containing schema, but has its own distinct 

characteristics. Enveloping wraps an object, often removing 

it from sight, enclosing simply contains it. The enclosing 

schema is about creating physical boundaries, both on a 

large and small scale. As the name says, a child may like 

enclosed spaces. They may construct fences and barricades 

to enclose objects or themselves. Children discover that 

objects - or ideas - can be contained in a space and that 

anything outside that contained space is a separate entity. 

They are interested in ordering and organizing things and 

spaces as well as figuring out how to get out of enclosures 

they've put themsves or object's in. You may see your child:

Learning through play is the most effective educational 
technique we have in our tool belt as human beings! 
Schematic play is only one of the multitude of ways 
children can play. You play a big part in helping your child 
learn. The observations you make while your child is at play 
are important. These observations can help you to build 
relationships with them, introduce challenges, and develop 
their existing know-how. 

Referring back to the article on pages 2-5, I challenege you 
to observe your child when they play. Are they repeating 
anything in their play? Can you identify when your child 
is engaging in schematic play? Are they the schemas 
mentioned in the article?

The next step is simple. Make time to join them or find a way 
to play together that is enjotable to you both. Follow their 
lead and find joy in where the schematic play takes you.

SPOT A SCHEMA

Article continues on page 5
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Parent & Child Drop-in

Visit our free parent child drop-in program in partnership with 
the Family Resource Programs of Options Community Services. 
Space is limited. To ensure you can participate it is recommended 
you come right at the starting time. 

Please contact us if you have any questions by calling 604-
572-8032 or by email at newtonfrp@options.bc.ca.

Thursdays
9:30 - 11:30 AM & 1:00 - 3:00 PM

In-Person Drop-In

Fridays
9:30 - 11:30 AM

100 - 6846 King George Blvd, Surrey

*Drop-in will be held in the Play Studio at Child Care 
Options CCRR. 

3rd Saturdays of the month (Subject to change)
9:30 - 11:30 AM 

Do you provide child care in your home?

If yes, you can become registered with us. 

Some of the benefits of registration are:

• Higher rate of Affordable Child Care Benefit.

• Free Access to our Early Childhood Resource 
Library.

• Parent referrals.

• Support visits.

• Training and Social Networking opportunities.

• Drop-in Activities.

To become a registered License Not Required child 
care provider, please contact 604-572-8032 or
https://www.childcareoptions.ca/child-care-
providers/become-a-registered-lnr/
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Affordable Child Care Benefit (ACCB)

Families may be eligible for a financial benefit to 
help with the cost of child care or preschool. 

Visit our office to receive assistance with the 
application and ask questions about ACCB.  

Appointments are required; please call 604-572-
8032.

To learn more about ACCB, please visit
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/family-social-
supports/caring-for-young-children/child-care-
funding/child-care-benefit 

Affordable Child Care Benefits Estimator
https://myfamilyservices.gov.bc.ca/s/estimator

Referrals to Child Care

Are you looking for child care? We provide referrals 
to child care facilities in your area that offer the type 
of child care services you need. 

You may request a referral in person, online at 
childcareoptions.ca, over the phone at 604-572-
8032, or via email at ecdrefer@options.bc.ca.

Parent Education Evenings

We provide low-cost in-person and online parenting sessions 
and host parenting experts to share strategies and ideas to help 
you with raising your children.

https://www.childcareoptions.ca/parent-families/parent-
education-sessions/

Parent Lending Library

Subscriptions are FREE 
Our Parent Lending Library 
is open by appointment 
only. Please contact us to 
set up your appointment 
today! 604-572-8032 or 
ecrlibrary@options.bc.ca

*The Infant & Toddler Toys set 

is only one of the many items 

available for borrowing!

• Builds train tracks, fences, cages, etc. and put items, 

toys, or themselves inside the walls they’ve created. (Ex. 

build zoo enclosures or paddocks for animals out of 

blocks, building a castle with walls, and making moats.)

• Enjoys the box the gift came in rather than the actual 

toy. Even better if the box is big enough for them to go 

inside and shut the lid. They may also like going inside 

large baskets or ones they can sit in.

• Loves to build structures, dens, or forts that barricades 

or blocks themselves into spaces.

• Repeatedly slots items into a box/container (Mail slots, 

piggy banks, etc.)

• Draws/paints pictures and then draws circles or 

boxes around their drawings. 

Armed with this knowledge on schematic play I 

discovered my previous feelings towards certain 

behaviours were misplaced. And even with my 

knowledge, that doesn’t mean those feelings have 

gone away. I still have them. I can now make space 

for them within myself. I understand that when they 

participate in schematic play the things they do are not 

personal, they are inherent and instinctual. They may 

not look like what my expectations or assumptions of 

play should look like and that doesn’t make schematic 

play any less integral to a child’s holistic development. 

In fact, it makes our responses to schematic play as 

the big people in little humans lives even more integral. 

Article continued from page 4
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Check out our next session with Dr. Brandy 
Wiebe, BA, MA, PhD - Sexual Health Educator!

May 16, 2022 • 7:00 - 8:30pm • Cost: $10.00 • Online 

Parenthood never arrives with a rulebook, and when it 
comes to explaining the world of sexual health to your 
child, it can be hard not to end up a bright shade of red. 
Using humour and straight talk in an open, interactive 
environment, Saleema Noon Sexual Health Educators 
will show you how easy it is to convey healthy, positive 
messages about sexual health to kids.

In this session parents will learn:

• Why we need to talk to children about sexual health 
at a young age.

• How to reduce risk of child sexual abuse.
• What children should know at each stage of 

development, with specific examples of how to 
explain concepts and processes.

• How to become their kids’ preferred source of sexual 
health information.

• How to normalize open, honest sexual health 
conversations in their family.

• How to effectively answer even the toughest 
questions kids ask.

To register please call 604-572-8032 or go to our 
website.
https://www.childcareoptions.ca/events/online-parent-
education-session-talking-to-young-children-about-sexual-
health-body-science-boot-camp-for-parents/

CONTACT US
604.572.8032 CHILDCAREOPTIONS.CA

Twitter                 
@chcareoptions 

Pinterest                  
@ccrroptions 

Facebook 
@childcareoptionsccrr  

Instagram 
@childcareoptions 

OFFICE CLOSURES

Good Friday April 15, 2022

Easter Monday April 18, 2022

Victoria Day May 23, 2022

Canada Day July 1, 2022

BC Day August 1, 2022

Monday & Thursday: 9:00 am – 8:00 pm

Tuesday: 9:00 am – 12:00 pm

Wednesday & Friday: 9:00 am – 4:00 pm

1st & 3rd Saturdays: 9:00 am – 4:00 pm

Office is closed for statutory holidays and long weekends.
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