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• For pre-kindergarten students, centers are their program. The children spend the whole day 
working or exploring their environment and learning in the centers in the classroom. This is often 
called the children’s “work time.”  When the teacher reads to the class or works with the whole 
group or the big group, it is in the “Circle Time Center.” After the big group meets here, the 
children often return to this “center” to imitate the teacher/student interactions during “work time.” 
This offers the teacher a wonderful opportunity to observe their behavior and see if the students 
are picking up concepts introduced to the class. 

• In Four-Blocks and other first-grade classrooms, centers are often used to enhance the language 
arts period and provide some additional help to students either one-on-one or in a small group. 
The Four-Blocks® Framework has many variations but there are two basic principles that must be 
followed if reading and writing instruction can truly be called Four Blocks. The first principle is the 
belief that children learn to read in different ways. Because of this belief each of the Four Blocks 
gets 30-40 minutes of instruction each and every day. Providing enough and equal time to each 
block assures that children are given the same opportunity to become literate regardless of which 
approach is most compatible with their individual learning personalities. The second basic principle 
is that, while we don’t put children in fixed-ability groups, we make our instruction as multilevel as 
possible so that average, struggling and excelling students all learn to read and write at the highest 
possible level. Doing the Four Blocks every day and giving them approximately equal time is a 
simple matter of making a schedule and sticking to it. So, Four-Blocks teachers don’t teach some 
children during one block and let the other children work independently in centers. But they do add 
an extra 30-45 minutes to the Four-Blocks schedule, if they have the time, and do some one-on-one 
and small group coaching during center time.

In kindergarten classes, the teacher plans the activities for each of the centers. The teacher decides what activities will 
help children learn more about a topic or theme they are studying in school or any area the children want or need 
to learn more about. Five-year-olds need to be provided with many hands-on activities because they learn by doing 
and by using all of their senses. The opportunity to verbalize and interact with other students and adults helps them 
internalize what they learn. Finally, the children should be in a risk-free environment, where they are encouraged to 
try new things without fear of failure, and where self-esteem is raised through a series of successful experiences.

The purpose of this book is to emphasize that learning centers are an important part of a developmentally 
appropriate kindergarten and an important part of the Building-Blocks™ Framework. In this book, we offer 
kindergarten teachers some ideas for center time and how to best adapt these ideas to pre-kindergarten and first 
grade Four-Blocks classes. If the ideas in this book are new to you, get ready to take some calculated risks. You will 
be delighted with the reactions of the young children you teach!

What Are Learning Centers?

Learning centers are designated areas within the classroom where children explore, construct, and play with materials. 
The teacher selects the materials and designs open-ended activities from which children choose. The teacher decides 
what the children will learn, then offers them a number of ways to explore and learn. From the variety of activities, 
the teacher and young children themselves learn what works best for each individual. 
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Young children learn and grow through play. Play is the primary means by which the child reconciles the reality of 
the world with his personal experiences. Activities within each learning center should accommodate this with multi-
level experiences, multi-material opportunities, and occasions for interactions with others (Singer and Reverson, 
1978). The activities within each center should enhance children’s cognitive and social development, self-regulation, 
and curiosity. Cognitive development is promoted through the construction of knowledge with hands-on materials 
and experiences. Social development occurs through the interaction of the child with other children and the adults 
in the environment. Self-regulation is a result of the child making choices and following through with commitments 
and decisions. Curiosity is enhanced by true exploration of open-ended activities and materials. According to the 
National Association for the Education of Young Children (Bredekamp, ed., 1987) children need to:

• explore;

• develop the disposition to apply the knowledge and skills they have acquired; 

• learn to self-manage;

• learn to work together; and

• express themselves in many different ways.

Young children do not come to kindergarten knowing what to do in each learning center or how to do it. How the 
centers are set up and interaction with an adult during center time is often critical to student development. Cognitive 
development results from exploring, talking, and sharing with a more knowledgeable person. Children learn through 
problem-solving experiences observed by and shared with someone else, usually a parent or teacher, but sometimes 
a sibling or peer. Often a parent, peer, or teacher can show the child what to do, support her first attempts, then 
let the child “work” independently. Adults can provide this scaffolding and encourage children to identify and solve 
problems they may not be capable of on their own without this initial help (www.Funderstanding.com). Children in 
literacy-enriched learning centers, with adult guidance and support, participate in more literacy behaviors during free 
time than children in thematic centers without adult guidance (Morrow and Rand cited in NREL, 1998).

Learning centers should allow for children to be actively involved in learning and making choices. Learning centers, 
along with whole group instruction and individual activities, comprise a balanced approach to early childhood 
instruction.

I like . . .
I like babies. (Mrs. Hall)

I like books. (Karen)
I like music. (Kaitlin)
I like shells. (Zannie)
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Learning Centers allow:

• teachers to practice curriculum integration.

• teachers to build on the current interests of children.

• individual or small groups of children to work and play cooperatively or alone.

• children to self-select activities and materials.

• children to use concrete, real, and relevant learning materials and activities.

• teachers to flexibly use a variety of work places and spaces.

• children to expand their abilities to communicate orally and through reading and writing and to enjoy these 
activities.

• the teacher to interact with individual or small groups of children within a center.

Opportunities to play, construct, and explore allow children to take risks, explore roles, make connections between 
the known and the new, solve problems, and engage in meaningful conversations (Owocki, 1999). Learning centers 
offer children the freedom and resources to build, role-play, and experiment with materials that are interesting to 
them in their own ways and in their own time.

In a Building-Blocks classroom, literacy is a primary focus of instruction. In kindergartens where literacy is the 
primary focus of the curriculum, books and something to write with and on, should be offered in every center. Each 
learning center should provide children opportunities to explore real reasons for reading and writing (Neuman and 
Roskos, 1997). For example, in the Blocks Center, children should have access to books on building and paper for 
drawing the structures they make. In the Home Living Center, children should use cookbooks, phone books, message 
pads, grocery lists, etc. In the Science Center, when studying a season, animals, or the weather, books on the topics 
are available in the center so that the children have the opportunity to “read” (or pretend read) about the topic. 
Learning centers that are literacy-enhanced:

• provide opportunities for children to develop oral language.

• encourage print awareness.

• encourage children to further explore the relationship between reading and writing.

• help children develop a natural connection between reading and writing at school and reading and writing in 
their world.

Why Learning Centers?
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Determine why you want learning centers as a part of your curriculum. Some of the reasons you may have for 
establishing learning centers in your classroom will support student development, others may not. Some reasons may 
be better supported by activities other than learning centers.

Planning for Learning Centers

These support student development and/or 
may be best achieved through learning 
centers.

These may not support student 
development and/or may be best 
achieved through something other than 
learning centers.

How will learning 
centers benefit the 
children in your 
class? 

• Students will learn to manage 
themselves and materials.

• Students will have opportunities to 
explore and experiment.

•  Students will be able to choose whether 
to work alone or to work with others of 
their choice.

•  You will have more opportunities to 
observe and assess students at work.

•  You will have a chance to determine 
and promote student interests through 
your interaction with them.

•  You will have time to create anecdotal 
records for each child.

•  Students will play, construct, and 
explore.

•  You will observe, support, ask 
questions, and listen while students are 
engaged in centers.

• Students will be on task and complete 
assigned activities.

• Students will work with specified 
materials to practice a skill or objective.

• Students will learn to work 
independently.

• You will be free to complete paperwork 
or notes home to parents.

• You will work with individual students 
on remediation activities.

•  You will have time to grade completed 
papers and projects.

• Students will complete tasks and 
activities that are skill-focused and 
easily assessable.

• You will work with small groups of 
students while the rest of the class is 
working in the centers or involved in 
another task.

How will learning 
centers benefit 
you, the teacher? 

What can you 
and students 
accomplish 
through centers 
that cannot 
be easily 
accomplished in 
any other way? 
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The more you can relinquish control and give students choice, the more students will learn. Classrooms that provide 
choice, control, and appropriate levels of challenge appear to facilitate the development of self-regulated intentional 
learning in students (Turner and Paris cited in Snow, et. al., 1998). 

Learning centers are a necessary part of any pre-kindergarten. These young children have not mastered the skills or 
“reading” and “writing” so play is how they learn when not in “big group” or “circle time.” However, if you give young 
students of any age more choices than you are prepared to live with, centers will not be successful for you. Initially, 
it is better to give students fewer choices and less control until you are comfortable with students being in charge 
of their learning. Start slowly and work toward giving students more choices and autonomy. In kindergarten, the 
number and kinds of materials offered in centers need to be more limited early in the year than they are later in  
the year. 

Think through how you would like the learning centers in your room to look. Will your learning centers be more 
student directed or teacher-directed? Determine where you are comfortable on the continuum in relation to:

student directed          teacher-directed

time
center choice and movement

activities and materials
alone or with others

Here are some questions to consider:

How long will children be in centers?

Learning centers usually last approximately an hour in a Building-Blocks classroom. This provides children enough 
time to engage in one or more open-ended activities without losing interest. Plan on students spending 20-30 minutes 
in each center. Researchers have observed that children need 20- to 30-minute play sessions to create elaborate 
scripts that lead to the intentional use of literacy in dramatic play (Christie et. al., cited in Snow et. al., 1998). If the 
designed activities are more narrowly defined (for example, an individual activity to be completed and assessed by 
the teacher) an hour may be too long. Review what and how you want children to accomplish the activities within the 
centers. More teacher-directed activities may require less time than more student-directed activities.

Learning centers are the primary teaching vehicle for pre-kindergarten programs. Children should be in centers for 
most of the day.

Four-Blocks classrooms may add a time for centers to enhance student development. In these classrooms, centers 
usually last 30-45 minutes and may or may not occur daily.

What choices will children have? 

In a Building-Blocks classroom, teachers may design one teacher-directed activity for each center that all students 
must complete, with students choosing the other activities they want to complete when they are finished with the 
first task. These other activities are usually exploring materials, using manipulatives, or playing a game—activities 
they already know how to do. Again, students should have as much choice as possible and you, the teacher, should be 
free to interact and observe as much as possible.

In pre-kindergarten classrooms, there should be few, if any, teacher-directed activities. As mentioned before, centers 
are the program for pre-kindergarten programs.

Four-Blocks teachers have one or two “must do” centers with several other student selected choices.



Learning Centers • CD-2428 • © Carson-Dellosa12

What do children do when they have completed one center?

Students of all ages should be able to choose when they are “done” with a center and they should be able to choose, 
within established guidelines, what they want to do next and where they want to go next. One thing you might 
observe is how often children move and how engaged they become at any given center. If you observe a child 
engaging in only one or two centers, then you may wish to encourage them to try a new center with you or another 
student. If you observe a child roaming from center to center, you may want to suggest they choose an activity to 
begin and complete. Also, make it clear to that child that the “ticket” to leaving that space is something completed 
and shared with you and the “ticket” into a new space or center is “room” in that center.

What centers should I have?

Limit the number of centers you establish. As a general rule, the younger the children, the fewer the choices. Younger 
children may find too many choices to be overwhelming. If you have too many you will be unsuccessful keeping 
them fresh and interesting. You will want enough centers for two to four children to be at each space. Some centers 
may accommodate more than four children, but generally more than four children make the learning center crowded 
and noisy. The space available in your classroom will also limit what can and cannot be done and how many centers 
you can have. Some suggested learning centers that are teacher-directed and allow choice for students are:

1. Reading or Library (Books!)

2. Writing (including writing on the computer and coached writing)

3. Home Living/Creative Play (may include puppets)

4. Community Center (could include grocery store, doctor’s office, restaurant, etc.)

5. Blocks

6. Math (with manipulative and activities)

7. Art

8. Science

9. Social Studies

10. Games and Puzzles

11. Music/Movement

12. Sensory Tables (water, sand, and rice)

13. Quiet Area

14. Other – generally related to a theme of study, a field trip, or other interests shown by children

Each center should be as interesting as possible. Use complex, open-ended materials and activities to encourage 
students to explore and create on their own. A snowman art activity with a sample of what the completed project 
should look like and pre-cut circles available as a resource is not as complex or open-ended as providing several 
books or posters with snowman pictures and students choosing to make their own snowman from recyclable 
materials, paint, crayons, markers, torn paper, cotton balls, and/or clay. On a recent television show, an artist shared 
how he created many different animals from recycled materials found around the house, such as paintbrushes, plastic 
containers, sponges, etc. This would be an open-ended complex way of creating representations of animals the child 
has seen or studied in class in the art center.
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Change materials and activities within every center once a month (for example, the first school day of the month) 
or change the materials and activities in a couple of centers each week. If working on a theme, the activities should 
change as the theme changes. For example, if you are reading The Little Red Hen and doing a farm unit, you would add 
farm books and puzzles, art activities about farm animals, farm animal puppets, farm oriented math manipulatives, 
etc., to each of your centers so each center has an activity related to the new theme. No matter how you teach, 
change or add to each center approximately every four weeks to keep them “new” and appealing. 

Where do students practice words if there isn’t a Words Center?

Words are integrated into the Reading and Writing Centers. The Reading Center should be a pleasant, cozy place 
for the students to read alone or with a friend. Teachers often use furniture that has been donated to their classroom. 
Some schools buy child-size chairs and sofas and other schools build a reading loft for classes to read in. There 
should be lots of good books and other reading materials. In the Reading Center, students will not only read books 
but read their classmates names, read other words posted around the room (“reading the room”), and find words on 
alphabet puzzles. In the Writing Center they may use sponge letters, plastic letters, and sandpaper letters to make 
words. The children will use also picture dictionaries to write and draw words. They may write the various words 
they know including names, words displayed around the room, words on charts, words from stories, rhyming words, 
and words of their own choice. It is important that students see words as a part of the reading and writing process, 
not as a separate activity of its own.

Pre-Kindergarten students will experiment with print; Four-Blocks students will use what they are learning in the 
Working with Words Block in their reading and writing.

Should children be expected to work alone or with others?

Students of all ages should find opportunities to do work alone and with others. If you observe children primarily 
working alone, you may want to encourage them to get involved in a group activity such as the Blocks Center or the 
Home Living Center. If you observe children rarely working alone, you may want to encourage them to go to the 
Art Center or the Reading Center. Young children profit from activities they do by themselves, and they also need to 
learn to live and work with others; centers provides children with these opportunities.

What is my role while students are working in centers? 

Ideally you, the teacher, are observing, probing and scaffolding individual students, asking questions, engaging in 
some of the centers activities, and listening to students at work. Teachers who try to visit and interact with as many 
centers as possible each day find that they can “help” children when they need help without “pulling” the children to 
work with them one on one for interventions. When you interact with students during center time it also helps with 
classroom management. Some centers need adult help more than others. The Art Center, depending on the activity 
in that center, can often use an “extra” pair of hands if you have a teacher assistant or parent volunteer. The teacher is 
the one that needs to oversee and intervene in any and all centers. When you determine it is appropriate to intervene 
you should:

• take the child’s point of view;

• consider their interests; and

• leave them room to work out their own solutions (Korat, Bahar, & Snapir, 2002).

Your interventions will be more helpful if they are conversations with your students, rather than inquisitions. 

Center time is an excellent time to observe children and take anecdotal records. 

You may choose to design one teacher-directed activity that all students must complete. Limit the number of these 
activities. You cannot be in multiple places at the same time and your direction limits student autonomy. You also 
want to free yourself to be an observer of student learning. Since assessment is a current trend as we write this book, 
appropriate assessment can be conducted and noted as teachers visit in centers.
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Quality learning centers require planning and preparation. Time spent planning for centers may look different than 
time spent planning whole-group or individual lessons; however, the outcome, student learning, is the same. Teachers 
find that the time spent preparing for centers frees them to participate in centers with children. Setting up the 
environment so that children can learn through active involvement with each other, with adults, and with materials 
is a critical component of centers preparation. Consider the room arrangement, furniture needs, center management, 
how activities will be developed and where to find materials, how centers will be labeled and directions provided, and 
how teachers will keep track of student engagement and learning. Consider introducing new centers or new activities 
at the centers to the whole class at “big group time.” 

Room Arrangement

A lot of the room arrangement depends on the space you are given! You will also have to consider where your 
power outlets are located for a Listening Center and how close to water you are for your Water Table and painting 
activities. Think about how the average four-, five-, or six- year-old behaves in a large open space. To avoid roaming 
and running, the classroom should have small, clearly defined spaces all around the room for learning centers 
with large open spaces for whole-group meetings, activities, and students desks or tables. Use extra desks, tables, 
bookshelves, kitchen sets, dividers, cubbies, carrels, etc., to delineate each space. This provides opportunities for 
students to be engaged for longer periods of time, be more self-directed, and have more activity choices. 

Some teachers choose to create centers that are boxed so students can take them to their seats. The benefit to this 
arrangement is space management. The boxes generally take up less space and can easily be repacked and stored. 
The drawback to centers that are boxed and taken to seats is they usually last for shorter periods of time, are 
more teacher-directed, and have less activity choice. You may find that the activities in a box are more suited to 
independent work than centers work. 

All of the materials students need to be successful should be in the learning center. Pencils and paper should be 
at every center. If students need markers in the Art Center, Writing Center, and Block Center, a set should be 
provided in each space and not centrally located. Providing duplicates allows students to remain focused and limits 
opportunities to “roam.”

Separate quiet centers from noisy centers and locate logically related centers near each other. The Reading, Writing, 
and Listening Centers would be well placed side by side as they are all quiet centers. The Blocks, Home Living, 
Puppets, Woodworking, and Music/Movement Centers would all be considered more “noisy” centers. The Science 
and Math Centers may be logically related if students explore concepts in the Science Center that are then counted, 
graphed, or used to develop patterns in the Math Center.

In Building-Blocks classrooms, we like to think that approximately 1/3 of the daily instructional time should be spent 
in whole-group activities, 1/3 in independent activities (that may follow up a whole-group activity), and 1/3 in learn-
ing centers. This may not be the same equation you use to determine room usage. You may determine that additional 
tables and desks for independent work take up too much space. Independent activities, not centers based, can be 
taken to desks and tables that are a part of each center. If space is limited, determine how much space is needed for 
whole-group instruction. Use the remaining space for centers, which can also be used during independent work. 

Most pre-kindergarten classrooms have tables and desks in centers, with whole group time taking place on a large 
carpet. Since centers are only a small part of the Four-Blocks day, they may not be as evident. Group desks and tables 
near areas that will be used for centers.

Preparing for Learning Centers
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Pre-Kindergarten Room Arrangement



Learning Centers • CD-2428 • © Carson-Dellosa1�

SINK
CABINETS COAT RACK

AR
T 

CE
NT

ER
BL

O
CK

S 
CE

NT
ER

SHELF

SC
IE

NC
E 

CE
NT

ER
HO

M
E 

LI
VI

NG

W
RI

TI
NG

 C
EN

TE
R

SHELF

4 
FO

O
T

RO
UN

D 
TA

BL
ES

COMMUNITY CENTER

MATH CENTERFI
LI

NG
 C

AB
IN

ET

BO
O

K 
ST

AN
D

BOOK CRATES TAPE
RECORDERS

W
AL

L 
G

UT
TE

RI
NG

PO
CK

ET
 C

HA
RT

DO
O

R

RE
AD

IN
G

/L
IS

TE
NI

NG
CE

NT
ER

 A
ND

 G
RO

UP
M

EE
TI

NG
 P

LA
CE

AR
T 

TA
BL

E

Kindergarten Room Arrangement



Learning Centers • CD-2428 • © Carson-Dellosa 1�

Furniture

Besides the desks, bookshelves, kitchen set, dividers, cubbies, and carrels (those individual work spaces some children 
need) you will want to find other things to use to divide the room and provide storage within each center. 

Each space will need a bookshelf to store the materials for the activities in that space. Since most of us don’t have 
eight bookshelves at our disposal, consider some alternative storage units. Simple shelves can be made using boards 
(12”/30.5 cm wide by whatever length shelf is needed) with concrete block supports. These shelves can be painted or 
left natural. They will fit in low spaces such as under the chalkboard or a bulletin board.

Plastic cubes can be tied together with plastic garbage bag ties or zip ties to create a shelving unit.  

If wall space is available, house guttering can be used to create a wonderful open book display in any center. Mount 
two or more guttering clips so that the guttering is open to the room when placed inside the clips. Guttering can 
easily be cut to any size. You will only need to attach the clips to the wall.

Use furniture or other barriers to divide the room into small, attractive spaces.




