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Blocks As a Tool for Learning:
Historical and  
Contemporary Perspectives

Karen Hewitt, M.S. Ed., is a toy designer 
and the founder and president of Learn-
ing Materials Workshop in Burlington, 
Vermont. Karen is the curator of two exten-
sive museum exhibitions on the history of 
educational toys.
 This article is based on Karen Hewitt’s es-
say in the catalog published by the Katonah 
Museum of Art, Katonah, New York, for the 
1997 exhibition, Toying with Architecture: 
The Building Toy in the Arena of Play. 

Ivory Soap advertisement, early 20th century
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Alphabet Blocks and Building 
Blocks, S.L. Hill Co., Williamsburg, N.Y., ca. 1860

Stabuilt Blocks, Embossing Co., Albany,  
N.Y., ca. 1915

Wide-Awake Alphabet Blocks, Charles M.  
Crandall Co., Montrose, Penn., ca. 1870s
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Learning materials in 
the classroom

Bauspiel blocks, Alma Siedhoff-Busher, 
designer (1923); Kurt Naef, Zeiningen,  
Switzerland, ca. 1980

The Boy Contractor, Cruver Manufacturing 
Co., Chicago, 1919

 

AnchorBlocks instruction sheet, F. 
Ad Richter and Co., Germany and New 
York, 1899

Bilt-E-Z “The Boy Builder”Set E, Scott  
Manufacturing Co., Chicago, ca. 1924
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Froebel Gifts 5 and 6, Milton Bradley Co., 
Springfield, Mass., 1869

Cooperative building with Patty Smith Hill 
blocks, ca. 1930
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Electronic blocks
Pink Tower, Maria Mon-
tessori, designer (ca. 
1908); Nienhuis Mon-
tessori USA, Mountain 
View, Calif., 1985

Unit blocks
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Building in boxes: Architectural toys from 
the CCA.

Potential architecture: Construction toys 
from the CCA collection.
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Child Care Information Exchange

Bringing blocks back to the classroom. 

Dialogue on early child-

#401

#422

NAEYC posters
Order several of these 
meaningful 16" x 22" post-
ers for your classroom, 
parent area, or children’s 
rooms—or as gifts.

$5 each 
+ shipping. 
To order, call the 
NAEYC Resource 
Sales Department 
at 800-424-2460 
or 202-232-8777, 
ext. 2001.
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Exploring learning: Young 
children and block play.

Toying with architecture: The building 
toy in the arena of play.

The block book.

MindStorms: Chil-
dren, computers, and powerful ideas.
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