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Columbia Basin Alliance for Literacy

The Columbia Basin Alliance for Literacy (CBAL) is a 
not-for-profit organization that develops, promotes and 
delivers literacy programs and services for people of all 
ages in the Columbia Basin and Boundary regions of 
southeast British Columbia. 

CBAL’s vision is that local communities 
will be healthy, inclusive, and committed to 

literacy and learning as 
“lifelong” and “life-wide” activities. 

CBAL’s 16 community literacy coordinators work with local 
advisory committees to develop effective literacy programs 
and services for the 77 communities they serve across the 
region.

For more information about the Columbia Basin Alliance for 
Literacy contact: info@cbal.org or www.cbal.org
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Building Blocks and Literacy
Playing with building blocks can be a great family literacy activity.  This manual offers 
ideas on how to make playing with building blocks in family literacy programs not just 
fun, but a learning activity, too. 

Making the most of the activities 
Most of these activities are short challenges to start the session with, and they won’t 
be enough to fill up an hour long program.  Facilitators will need to observe their group 
and extend the activity to suit the needs of both the children and adults. Extending the 
activity could be as simple as doing it again or adding on to what was already created. 
Also, having some free play time is important in order for children to be creative and 
have fun. They will often surprise you with how they make connections during this time.

skills that are being built
The Block Builders program incorporates many life and literacy skills while strengthen-
ing the parent-child bond. These are some of the skills that children will be exposed to:  
 

How to get enough building pieces
You can use any of the well known building blocks for these activities. An economical 
way of getting enough pieces is to find them used. Second hand pieces can be found 
at thrift stores, through buy and sell sites, or in print classified ads. Often people are 
happy to donate their used pieces to a literacy program.  

Have fun! 
Chrisy Hill

Community Literacy Coordinator – Elk Valley
Columbia Basin Alliance for Literacy

 •  Storytelling 
 •  Reading
 •  Following instructions 
 •  Fine motor 
 •  Attention and focus
 •  Patterning and sequencing
 •  Oral and written language

 •  Numbers
 •  Memory
 •  Problem solving
 •  Scientific concepts 
 •  Creativity and imagination
 •  Social 
 •  Symbolic representation

BLOCK BuiLders - Growing literacy skills through play 2

Columbia Basin Alliance for Literacy



“Language is an example of a system where meaning is constructed by assembling 
constituent parts together – you put together letters that form words, which form 
sentences that convey meaning.”

“LEGO-bricks work in the same way as sentence formation; you put together pieces 
that form parts, which make up a model that also conveys meaning. The model can be 
taken apart and put together in many different ways, much like language and 
mathematic equations. It often takes a few different iterations to get it “right” so 
willingness to iterate and persevere is crucial to learning.”

Cecilia Weckstrom, 
Head of the LEGO® Learning Institute
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Name Your station
Do this at the start of every session

“Watch how the kids progress 
each session.  Some may 
start by putting the letters in 
random spots on the base 
plate, but by the end they will 
put the letters together and in 
order.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Letter recognition
 •    Spelling

Materials 
 •    Markers
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Using a marker, print all the letters of 

the alphabet on the building blocks 
(one letter per side).

 •    Mix all lettered pieces together.

 
Activity 

 1.  Give each child a base plate.

 2.  Have each child find the letters in 
their name.

 3.  Have them spell out their name on 
their base plate.
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Lap-time Builder

“If you include a few books 
without words in your 
selection, it will give parents 
who aren’t comfortable 
reading another option.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Storytelling
 •    Reading

Materials 
 •    Simple children’s books
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Display an assortment of children’s 

picture books. 

Activity 

 1.  Have each adult and child 
choose a book and read it together.

 2.  Give each child a base plate and 
building blocks.

 3.  Have each child create something  
from the story: re-tell the story, add to 
the story, or create a scene from the 
story.
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Following Pictorial 
directions

“I have the kids build simple 
cars with my homemade 
instructions. When everyone 
is finished, we all make parts 
of an obstacle course, put all 
the parts together and test the 
cars on it.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Following step-by-step instructions

Materials 
 •    Step-by-step picture instructions to 

build a specific design 
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Make enough instructions for each 

child.
 •    Package the pieces with the 

instructions. 

Activity 

 1.  Give each child an instruction sheet 
and a package of building blocks.

 2.  Have each child follow the 
instructions to make their design.
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restricted Building

“It never fails to impress me 
how different the creations can 
be when they start from the 
same pieces. This concept can 
be introduced by explaining 
how many words can be made 
from the same letters or by 
how many meals you can cook 
with the same ingredients.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Planning
 •    Organizing
 •    Sequencing
 •    Public speaking

Materials 
 •    Small bags or boxes
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Put the same type and number of 

building blocks in a bag or box 
(approximately 10 pieces).

Activity 

 1.  Give each child one package and a 
base plate.

 2.  Have each child use every piece in 
their package to create something.

 3.  Present the creations to the group 
and talk about the different ways the 
pieces were used.
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roll and Build

“There are two key ideas to 
point out when starting
this activity:
1. If kids don’t have the      

patience to take turns   
rolling a die, they can work 
side-by-side, at their own 
pace, with their own die.

2. The kids need to under-
stand that they won’t know 
what they are going to 
build until they are done. 
The dice are making the 
decisions for them.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Numeracy

Materials 
 •    Divided trays
 •    Dice
 •    Markers
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Number the sections of the tray 1-6.
 •    Place dice in the middle section. 
 •    Place different types of building 

pieces in each section.

Activity 

 1.  Give each child a base plate.
 2.  Sharing the trays, have each child 

roll a die and pick up a building block 
from the corresponding number on 
the tray.

 3.  Have the child add each piece to 
their creation. 
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You are the Author

“Some adults struggle with 
this activity.  I like to read the 
stories with the whole group 
and brainstorm what words 
might work to fill in the blanks.  
It can get pretty silly, but that’s 
what makes it so fun.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Storytelling
 •    Sequencing

Materials 
 •    Storytelling templates

(“Dog’s Day” and “Pirate’s Life”)
 •    Pencils
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Photocopy the templates on pages 

10 and 11.

Activity 

 1.  Handout the photocopied templates.
 2.  Have each adult work with their child

to fill in the blanks to one of the 
stories.

 2.  Give each child a base plate and 
      building blocks.
 3.  Have each child create something  
      from the story: re-tell the story, add to 

the story, or create a scene from the 
story.
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Pirate’s Life
Have you ever heard of the pirate named                                                                 Beard? 

He was a great pirate who sailed all the way to                                                                      . 

Everyone was scared of him and when they saw him coming, they would scream, “                                                         

                                                !” They were also afraid of his pet                                            .

He was a nice pirate though, and didn’t want people to be scared of him. He just wanted to 

                                                                                                                 . So one day, he put                                                                                        

                                                                     on his flag pole and watched it blow in the wind. 

This made everyone feel much better. They all went to his ship to                                          

                                                               . He was now a happy pirate with many friends.
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dog’s day
Once upon a time there was a dog named Jo-Jo. Jo-Jo loved                                                

more than anything in the world. Jo-Jo could find it from far away because his sense of 

smell was                                                                  . One day he put his nose in the air 

and sniffed, but all he could smell was                                                          . So, he decided 

to go and hunt for what he loved the most. Jo-Jo walked and walked and walked until he 

came across a giant                                                           . Jo-Jo wasn’t scared. He climbed 

over it and kept going. Then he came across a tiny                                                                . 

Jo-Jo carefully went around it and kept going. Finally, he smelled his favorite smell in the 

whole world. He was so excited he                                                                                         . 

Jo-Jo went home a very happy dog.
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Copy Cat

“Keep it relevant, so the 
children have a reason to 
make a pattern.  Ask them 
what patterns they might see 
in the real world, or how they 
could colour the pattern to be 
something real.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Patterning

Materials 
 •    Pattern templates 

(“Copy Cat 1” and “Copy Cat 2”)
 •    Crayons
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Photocopy the templates on pages 

13 and 14.

Activity 

 1.  Have each child and each adult 
colour in some of the templates.

 2.  Have each child and each adult 
make their pattern with building 
blocks.

 3.  Challenge the children to make their 
own patterns. 
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Build a story

“My favorite book to use is 
A Funny Thing Happened on 
the Way to School. The kids 
come up with unusual reasons 
why they might be late for 
school and create it with the 
building blocks.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Storytelling

Materials 
 •    Children’s picture book
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Choose a book to read aloud. 

Activity 

 1.  Read the book to the group.
 2.  Give each child a base plate and 
      building blocks.
 3.  Have each child create something  
      from the story: re-tell the story, add to 

the story, or create a scene from the 
story.

Book recommendations 

 •   A Funny Thing Happened on the
     Way to School 
   - Donalda Benjamin

 •   I’m Fun Too - LEGO®  
   - Jonathon Fenske

 •   The Most Magnificent Thing 
   - Ashley Spires
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Build and Present

“One mother told me that her 
son is too shy for after-school 
activities and Block Builders 
is the only group he attends. 
She never thought he would 
get in front of a group and 
speak, but he did, and he did 
it with great pride!”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Storytelling
 •    Public speaking

Materials 
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    None

Activity 
 1.  Give each participant a base plate 

and building blocks.
 2.  Encourage participants to create 

anything they want.
 3.  Encourage each child to present 

their creation to the group.
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Head to Head

“Help the adults understand 
that the rules are flexible and 
it is meant to be fun. Keep a 
close eye on the group to see 
who needs your guidance.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Oral language
 •    Verbal directions
 •    Planning
 •    Directional orientation

Materials 
 •    Dividers (cardboard, binder, paper)
 •    Small bags or boxes
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Put together packages of building 

blocks (approximately 10 pieces). 
Packages need to be in pairs of 
matching pieces so that partners 
have the same pieces as each other.

Activity 

 1.  Give each adult and child their own 
base plate and package.

 2.  Place a divider between the adult 
and child’s base plates, so the base 
plates are shielded.

 3.  Have each child arrange their pieces 
on their base plate.

 4.  Have each child explain to the adult 
where their pieces are (have children 
try using verbal instructions only).

 5.  Have the adult recreate the child’s 
arrangement on their own base plate.

 6.  Switch roles.
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Map it Out

“A fun way to extend this 
activity is to place the items 
on a car mat when they are 
finished. Then everyone can 
build more items for the town 
such as street lights, cars, 
trains, beaches…”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Symbolic representation
 •    Understanding directions
 •    Planning

Materials 
 •    Paper
 •    Crayons or markers
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    None 

Activity 

 1.  Discuss everyone’s favorite place to 
go in town (pool, playground, 
restaurant….).

 2.  Explain what landmarks are.
 3.  Explain how to draw a map.
 4.  Have each child draw a simple map 

which shows how to go from their 
home to one of their favourite places 
(include landmarks on the map).

 5.  Give each child a base plate and 
building blocks.

 6.  Have each child create something 
from their map.
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Musical Building 
Blocks

“Before anyone starts building, 
make sure everyone is aware 
that they will have to share 
their creation. This can be 
difficult for some children.”

 Chrisy

skills
 •    Social skills
 •    Symbolic representation
 •    Team work
 •    Storytelling
 •    Problem solving

Materials 
 •    Music (to be used during the creating 

time, optional)
 •    Base plates
 •    Building blocks

Prep  
 •    Set up music. 

Activity 

 1.  Give each child a base plate and 
building blocks.

 2.  Have each child create anything they 
want in a specific amount of time 
(5 or 10 minutes depending on the 
group).

 3.  Stop the children and have them 
pass off their creation to another 
child.

 4.  Do this numerous times, until each 
child gets their original base plate 
back.

 5.  Have each participant briefly explain 
their co-creation.

BLOCK BuiLders - Growing literacy skills through play19

Columbia Basin Alliance for Literacy


