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Chapter One
Introduction and Center Tips 

The Importance of Play

In the current climate of testing (and of teaching to tests), it is easy to feel pressured into 
scheduling academics for every possible minute of the day—even for very young children. Educators 
and caregivers often fear that the children they teach, or parent, will somehow fall behind or be 
unprepared if they are allowed to play too much. However, the opposite of this is actually true. 
According to the National Association for the Education of Young Children’s position statement, 
“Play is an important vehicle for children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development, as 
well as a reflection of their development.” (Position Statement: Principles of child development 
and learning that inform developmentally appropriate practice. “Developmentally Appropriate 
Practice in Early Childhood Programs Serving Children from Birth through Age 8: NAEYC, http://
www.naeyc.org/about/positions/dap3.asp, #9). While playing, children learn how to problem solve, 
experiment, navigate social situations, and otherwise become socially and emotionally prepared 
to learn. In turn, teachers and parents can use their observations of how children play to assess 
their development and make changes in materials and activities to better suit each child.

The most common way to facilitate good preschool play experiences for children is to use 
centers: dedicated areas of the classroom stocked with appropriate items that encourage different 
types of play. Designating different areas of the classroom for different activities allows children to 
have more control over what to play and with whom, and it allows teachers to manage the chaos 
that comes with having many small children in a classroom playing as hard as they can. Plus, 
without taking away children’s choices, centers provide areas for focused learning. 
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This book explains: 

r how to prepare engaging, purposeful play centers that function independently and 
interdependently,

r how to adapt those centers to teach different concepts,

r how to set up and stock the centers, 

r where to place centers within your classroom, and

r how to communicate the value of what children do each day to parents and, if necessary, 
fellow teachers and administrators. 

Finally, note that the “business” of preschool has changed drastically in the last few decades. 
There are many different philosophies in preschools now; gone are the days when the only available 
preschool was the local church’s Mother’s Morning Out. Preschools have now adopted many 
different philosophies: Reggio Emilia, Montessori, Waldorf, and more. This book is not designed for 
any particular preschool curriculum; the suggestions in this book can be adapted to any preschool 
curriculum’s philosophies and methods. When using this book, keep these guidelines in mind.

r Use suggestions in this book within the boundaries set by your preschool director. Usually 
these rules are set for good reason, whether it is because of NAEYC accreditation requirements 
or special needs of children and parents. 

r If there is a change you want to make in rules or curriculum, talk to your director first. 
Having her support will usually make change easier and faster.

r If your school is accredited or is striving for NAEYC accreditation, work with fellow staff 
members to keep on top of any policy changes.

r Notice that rather than providing specific activities, in most cases this book focuses on how 
to stock the centers in order to let the children direct the play. By providing high-quality, 
creative materials and gentle guidance for how to use them, children will feel free to explore 
and learn on their own.

r Finally, put your own personal stamp on your classroom. Some center materials and ideas 
will seem perfect for you and the children in your classroom, while other materials and 
ideas will just seem inappropriate. Use what works and try to be flexible as the children in 
your classroom change and grow.

(Chapter 1 —Introduction and Center Tips)
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Learning/Playing Goals and General Skills

So, what exactly DO children learn in preschool, and what is the purpose of their play? Preschools 
seeking accreditation must prove that their programs assist children in the areas of social-emotional 
development, physical development, language development, and cognitive development in early 
literacy, early math, science, technology, creative expression and arts appreciation, health and 
safety, and social studies. At the end of each chapter is a list of how the materials and activities in 
each center help children develop in these areas. Refer to the NAEYC Web site (http://www.naeyc.
org/academy/standards/standard2/) for a specific breakdown of learning in each of these areas.

r Social-emotional development
This is possibly the most important area in which preschool-aged children develop. Young 

children must learn problem-solving skills, decision-making skills, and how to understand their 
own and their friends’ emotions. They also need to learn empathy for others and effective ways to 
handle conflict. Finally, preschool should foster positive attitudes about and strategies for learning 
in children.

r Physical development
Children are just learning to control their fine motor skills and make precise movements with 

their hands, fingers, wrists, and shoulders. Development in this area comes only with practice. Gross 
motor skills involve making controlled movements with the arms, legs, feet, and torso. Children 
learn to climb stairs, jump, skip, run, and eventually do things like swing bats and dance, all of 
which require balance and coordination.

r Language development
In every area of the preschool classroom, children are exposed to spoken language and other 

forms of communication. Language development includes communicating wants and needs, 
asking questions and listening to answers, understanding what others say, and expressing thoughts, 
feelings, and ideas. 

r Early literacy
In preschool, children should sing, chant, and encounter environmental print. They should 

write, explore books, have books read to them, recognize that printed words represent spoken 
words, and begin to recognize individual sounds in words (phonological awareness). The preschool 
experience with reading often culminates in children learning to read and write individual letters 
and sometimes words. 

r Early math
Sorting, learning shapes, recognizing and naming numerals, patterning, grouping, and 

understanding concepts such as few and many and time are all math skills children begin to 
acquire in preschool. 

(Chapter 1 —Introduction and Center Tips)
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r Science

Young children exhibit a great deal of curiosity. It is the ability to ask questions, and gather, 
record, and evaluate data that translates into scientific learning. Other science skills involve 
exploration with scientific concepts (such as gravity), content (such as what happens to leaves in 
autumn), properties (such as hot and cold), and tools (such as scales, microscopes, and magnifying 
glasses).

r Technology
While videotapes and other media 

should be used sparingly in favor of hands-
on learning, some exposure to technology, 
such as audio equipment in the reading 
center or calculators for exploration in the 
math center, is appropriate for this age 
group.

r Creative expression and arts 
appreciation

Children who learn to pretend different 
scenarios and a variety of circumstances 
develop imagination, problem-solving 
skills, and empathy. Self-expression is also 
achieved through creating and reacting 
to art and music and movement through 
dance. 

r Health and safety
Very young children need to learn to take some responsibility for keeping themselves healthy 

and safe. Daily activities such as keeping clean, eating healthy food, and practicing safety drills 
reinforce the at-home experiences children should already have.

r Social studies
Preschool is one of the earliest communities children encounter. The classroom should give them 

opportunities to experience diversity, cooperation, social roles, geography, and even the beginnings 
of economics.

(Chapter 1 —Introduction and Center Tips)
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Other Skill Sets
Preschoolers also gain other valuable experiences through play, although these are somewhat 

less easily categorized. Some of these experiences are listed below.

r There is a first time for everything . . .
Preschool is a time during which children first 

encounter a need for skills that will prepare them 
for school and for life. At no other time do children 
learn more about how to get along with others, 
express themselves in appropriate ways, and learn 
to do things for themselves. The number of tasks 
preschool-age children do and skills they learn for 
the first time is daunting to imagine. Fortunately, 
preschool-aged children crave this stimulation. 

r And a second, third, fourth, and fifth time!
Of course, in a world of new experiences, children will also yearn for the familiar. There is great 

comfort in knowing what to expect; whether it is what comes on the next page of a favorite book or 
that Daddy will always do pick up at the side door instead of the front door. Children need familiar 
and reliable experiences to balance the constant newness. Preschool, ideally, should be a balance 
between the brand new and the “good old.”

r I am SO mad—I need to pound that play dough!
Self-awareness is an important part of social-emotional development, but it deserves its own 

special mention. It is one of the first steps to learning self-control. Children need to be able to 
identify feelings and then learn what to do about them. As children play in centers, they are 
bound to encounter frustrations. Each child must learn when she can sort things out on her own 
(“I dropped my puzzle and the pieces fell under the table!”) and when she needs to ask for help 
(“I had to go potty when I stuck my hands in the water at the water table, but it was too late!”). 
She must also be able to recognize when she has dealt with things appropriately and made good 
decisions, such as crawling under the table to get the puzzle pieces or asking the teacher for help 
with changing wet pants. She must also be gently redirected when her choices are not so great, 
such as throwing the puzzle board at a classmate or deciding that it is just fine to strip off the wet 
underwear and hide it behind the bookcase. Through trial and error, hopefully each child will learn 
appropriate ways to express herself.

r No! I will do it by myself!
Starting at about age two, children develop a burning and ever-increasing desire to do things 

themselves. This stage requires a load of patience on the part of parents and teachers; every caregiver 
has waited out a child’s 20-minute attempt to put on a stubborn shoe or to zip his jacket! Centers 
can create self-confidence and independence by giving children long stretches of practice with 
zipping, snapping, tying, buttoning, learning to turn book pages, cleaning up and putting away 
toys, following safety rules, and more. The added bonus is that the more of these things children 
can do, the less time their teachers and caregivers will have to spend doing them. 

(Chapter 1 —Introduction and Center Tips)
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r Mine! Mine! Mine!

The first peer conflicts for young children 
usually happen because they want things and 
others want them, too. Peer interaction for a child 
who has not had opportunities to play with other 
children (or even one who has!) may include 
grabbing, pushing, pulling hair, biting, crying, 
kicking, or screaming because that block is his 
and he wants it back even though he has not 
played with it since yesterday. Conversely, timid 
children may allow their more aggressive peers 
to completely dominate every toy and center in 
the classroom unless they are taught appropriate 
ways to stand up for themselves.

Children have to learn that there are acceptable ways to get what they want, that they will not 
get everything they want every time, that other children have rights and feelings, and that sharing 
is necessary and can be a lot of fun. Part of the advantage of playing in centers is that children 
begin to understand which behaviors are acceptable and that steps can be taken to negotiate 
compromises. By the time a child is ready for kindergarten, she should have had some experience 
with how to ask nicely for things, how to take “no” for an answer, how to share, and also when it 
is appropriate to stand her ground. 

r What is that?
What will happen if I drop it?
What does it smell like?
What happens if I rub it on the wall? 
A main goal of every preschool classroom should be 

to build upon the natural desire young children have to 
discover things. Children constantly ask questions, try 
new ways of doing things, and make hypotheses and test 
them. Parents and teachers of young children have faced 
a number of not-so-pleasant experiments. For example, 
during the course of a day, a child may wonder, “What 
happens when I put a big handful of play dough in my 
mouth? Will my entire paper towel fit down the sink 
drain? Is the wall as fun to paint on as this measly piece 
of paper? How far will the ceiling fan sling a block? If I 
bite Cara, will she cry like Nathan did?”

Centers should give children a place and the materials to test out “what if” questions such as: 
What happens when I drop this block into the water? What color will I have if I mix all of the paint 
together? Will I be in trouble if I tear this piece of paper into a bunch of small pieces? Unless the 
piece of paper is another child’s artwork, the answer to this last question should almost always be, 
“No, you are not in trouble!” because centers should provide the appropriate forum to do that for 
this kind of discovery.

(Chapter 1 —Introduction and Center Tips)
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Guidelines for Making Centers

Consider the following general hints when planning, stocking, and constructing your centers. 
These guidelines will make centers work well together as well as separately. This section is an 
overview; more specific ideas are given in subsequent chapters.

r Put complimentary centers close together
This can be tricky in a small classroom, but it should be done if at all possible. For example, the 

block center should be centrally located because items from this center travel well to other centers, 
the science center should be near the sensory table in order to share materials, and noisy centers 
should also be close together.

r Put the centers that will need water close to the sink or restroom
Many teachers have set up beautifully organized classrooms only to realize that they must cart 

containers of water across the room to fill the water table or the aquarium in the science area, or 
to wash children’s paint-covered hands. The art center, sensory table, and science center all belong 
near a water source, while the reading center should be far away from it.

r Anticipate noise issues and take steps to control the noise level
Despite the fact that the centers are often the noisiest places in the classroom, children can 

find constant loud noise to be tiresome and wearing, just like their teachers do. Plan some ways to 
manage noise. First, think about where to put your centers in the classroom. For example, if you 
have a rug on the floor in one part of your room, consider putting the block center on part of the 
rug. Next, as you stock your centers, eliminate items that will significantly raise the noise level. 
Musical instruments, CD players or cassette recorders without headphones, and other noisemakers 
can be stored in a theme box to be brought out when children need to “let loose.” Also, consider 
different ways that children can help manage the noise level. One teacher recommends playing 
classical music in the background and periodically asking if the children can hear the music. 
Explain that if they cannot hear it, then the noise level is too loud. Another idea is to turn off the 
lights to signal when the classroom is too loud. Finally, make some activities necessarily quiet. 
Headphones and “reading phones” (two pieces of PVC pipe glued together in a telephone shape, 
used for reading aloud) can help children focus on reading and listening and will keep them from 
having to compete with the noise.

r When stocking your centers, think  “multipurpose” and buy in bulk
Fisher-Price® Little People® work well in the dramatic play center, the block center, the 

sensory table, the manipulative center, and even the art center. Dried bean counters stored in the 
manipulative area can also be used to fill a sensory table or shakers in the music area. Toy cars can 
be test driven in the block area or through paint in the art area and are great for dramatic play. 

r Create “theme boxes”
Create containers of themed sets of materials to add to different centers. Theme boxes are full 

of related materials that can be integrated into centers and then removed and replaced with new 
items when the theme changes. Store the items when not in use or return them to their original 
owners (or to nature). (Read more about themes on pages 90–96 and 133–149.)

(Chapter 1 —Introduction and Center Tips)
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Finally, share the responsibility for maintaining centers. Follow these simple rules to have parents 

and children help you keep the centers well stocked and prevent the classroom from resembling a 
disaster area at the end of the day.

r Communicate with parents
Communicate any center needs with parents so that you are not lacking for supplies or feeling 

pressure to provide all of them yourself. Use the Parent Request Letter (page 16) to formally ask for 
materials. You can post a paper tree, school bus, apple, or another large, decorative piece on your 
classroom door or in the hallway. On this decorative piece you can attach self-stick notes with a 
list of the center materials you would like. Place the self-stick notes on the decoration for parents to 
pull off and use to fulfill your requests. 

r Co-plan with other teachers
Co-plan theme boxes with other teachers and swap boxes throughout the year for variety.

r Everything has a place
Once you have stocked your centers, make sure that everything in them has a home. Tape 

outlines on the floor for where large objects go and put small objects in the same bins every day.

r Label! Label! Label!
Make sure children can tell where things go. You may nicely label each bin only to realize that 

the only people who can read these labels are you and your assistant! To easily label the bins, copy 
and cut apart the Object Labels (pages 13–15), color and laminate them, and tape them to their 
proper places. Create additional labels by writing each object’s name on an index card and taping 
a small photo of the object next to the printed name. Laminate the cards for durability.

r Sing a cleanup song
Set aside 10–15 minutes at the end of the school day to have children return materials to 

their proper places. During the first days of school, supervise some practice cleanup periods. Then, 
expect children to routinely return items to their rightful places. To help children get in the cleanup 
spirit, play the same song every time they clean up the classroom. If the song is upbeat, children 
will clean faster!

r Make cleanup fun
Periodically provide paper towels and mild 

cleanser or wipes for children to clean the items 
in the centers. It can also be fun to fill a few tubs 
with soapy water and wash all of the washable 
items. Have other children dry the items and 
return them to their homes. 

(Chapter 1  — Introduction and Center Tips)
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(Chapter 1 — Object Labels)

Wooden Blocks Plastic Blocks

Big Dolls Small Dolls

Tiny Dolls Action Figures
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Paint Paintbrushes

Puzzles Paper

Pencils Markers

Paint

marker
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Crayons Puppets

Cars Tools

Lacing Cards Clothes




