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Making the Most of Center Time

Reading and Writing in Every Center

Every center provides us with opportunities to push-in and pull-out language. One way we build
language is by including books and writing materials in every center. Although each center has a
different focus, basic literacy tools have a place in all of them.

Place books in each center and change them regularly. Choose books that relate to the activities or the
theme of the center. Select related books thoughtfully and place them where children are sure to
notice them. A cookbook might appear on the counter near the stove. An informational text about
exotic fruit might be found sitting near the produce section of the grocery store. A storybook about a
newspaper reporter could be placed on a desk in the office.

Providing writing materials in every center encourages children to participate in writing activities
related to that center’s theme. This is another way to encourage children to use vocabulary. Whether
children write a recipe in the home center or plan a structure in the block center, they are modeling the
ways adults use writing for a particular purpose.

Label storage shelves with words and pictures. This way, children will know where items are located
and where to return them. But, the labels also serve another purpose. When teachers point to the
printed words as they say them, children see that printed words represent spoken words. Before long,
they’ll be cleaning the area independently and learning that items can be sorted into groups.

Introduction to Centers

Use Intro to Centers to reinforce vocabulary and to teach children how to use materials found in each
center. This is a great time to let children know when you have added new materials to the centers
and to generate interest and excitement. Intro to Centers should occur every day, but should last no
more than 15 minutes.
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Block Center

The block center provides an opportunity not only for imaginative play, but also for experimenting with
math concepts. Children may design a zoo one day and then construct a symmetric apartment building
the next. With a well-stocked block area, teachers can refer to books or photos of earlier structures to
inspire children’s creativity. Using the writing materials, teachers model how to create plans or make
signs for their creations. Observe and listen to the children before commenting about what you see.
Our goal is to open the door for conversation, but let the children drive it.

Materials*

Unit blocks

Hollow blocks

Vehicles

Road signs

Variety of animals

Variety of people

Found materials (cartons, boxes, tubes, etc.)
Labeled storage

. Writing materials

10. Related books
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Dramatic Play Center

Many classrooms have Housekeeping or Home Living centers where children role-play cooking and
keeping house. We recommend thinking of it as a Dramatic Play center. This way, you're free to
change the center whenever it’s useful. Changing themes and props allows the teacher to push-in a
broader range of vocabulary and concepts.

Materials*

Housekeeping furniture

Dress-up clothes (to represent various roles)

Dolls and doll furniture

Mirror

Kitchen items (pots, pans, dishes, etc.)

Found materials (food containers and bottles, etc.)

Items specific to the particular theme of the center (farmer’s market, office, hair salon, etc.)
Labeled storage

. Writing materials

10. Related books
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Book and Listening Center

Children love to revisit familiar books, so after story books or predictable texts have been read at least
twice to the whole group, copies should be placed in the book center. If recordings of familiar books are
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available, they should be put in the listening center along with other readings of children’s books. And
let’s not forget new books. Children get excited when they discover a book in the center that’s new to
them. For some simple stories, having felt figures of the characters, puppets, or stick puppets allows
children to retell the stories. Theme-related informational texts that have been introduced by the
teacher enable children to explore topics further.

Materials*

Book shelf

Soft materials (pillows, rugs, bean bags, etc.)
Variety of books (various themes and types)
Puppets

Flannel board stories

Cassette, CD, or MP3 player with headsets
Labeled storage

Writing materials
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Writing Center

In addition to encouraging children to write in different centers, specific activities in the writing center
offer further opportunities to explore storytelling and written language. The writing center should be
well stocked with supplies. All attempts at written communication should be accepted and valued.

Materials*

Alphabet

Variety of writing materials (pens, pencils, markers, various sizes)
Found materials (envelopes, forms, cards, stationary, etc.)
Variety of paper (lined, unlined, colored, notebooks, etc.)
Labeled storage

Related books
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Sensory Center

The sensory center offers the opportunity to encourage children’s language use as they explore
properties of physical science. It’s a place where children can explore using all of their senses and
develop fine motor skills. Children can also develop and practice vocabulary specific to their
observations and experiences in this center. Teachers facilitate building language and learning concepts
through meaningful conversations as they observe children.

Materials*
1. Sensory table
2. Various materials to rotate in sensory table (sand, beans, noodles, etc.)
3. Items for digging and pouring (scoops, buckets, spoons, shovels, etc.)
4. Labeled storage
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5. Writing materials
6. Related books

Science Center

The science center offers an opportunity for observation, exploration, and experimentation with theme-
related materials. Learning is supported by informational texts and investigative tools such as tweezers,
magnifying glasses, thermometers, scales, or other measuring tools. Some types of observations may
change over time, such as plant growth, so keeping a written record is essential to understanding the
topic. This also provides opportunities for purposeful writing. Teachers can model how to record
observations and provide assistance for children who need help. Some children may be able to record
by drawing and writing about their own observations while others may need the teacher to take
dictation.

Materials*

Magnets
Binoculars
Tweezers
Magnifying glasses
Thermometers
Scales
Rulers or other measuring tools
Popsicle sticks
Living things (fish, plants, etc.)
. Natural items (rocks, minerals, seashells, mounted insects, etc.)
. Labeled storage
. Writing materials
. Related books
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Art Center

There are many ways to interact with children and encourage language development at the art center.
Teachers can encourage children to talk about their work by using open-ended prompts such as, “Tell
me about your painting, collage, sculpture.” After children have finished, encourage them to sign their
artwork on the front or back. When children dictate a description of their work, write their words on a
separate piece of paper unless they give permission to write on their artwork. Also, encourage children
to talk with their peers about their artwork. These conversations occur more naturally when children
work next to each other.

Materials*
1. Table and chairs
2. Easel
3. Smocks
4. Drying rack
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Craft-making materials (scissors, glue, tissue paper, clay, etc.)

Various types and sizes of paper

Painting and drawing materials (markers, crayons, paint, brushes, etc.)
Collage materials

. Labeled storage

10. Writing materials

11. Related books
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Puzzles and Manipulatives Center

This center provides children with opportunities to practice math and problem-solving skills. There is
also opportunity to develop fine motor skills with the use of smaller manipulatives. Because many
manipulatives are multi-colored and come in various sizes, children can practice sorting and classifying.
They can also create patterns. Although the manipulatives center might seem to focus only on math
concepts, there are still opportunities to build language. The center should include writing materials for
children to record their thoughts or to chart out ideas before beginning their work. Teachers can also
push-in and pull-out target vocabulary in this center.

Materials*
1. Counting materials (cubes, counters, etc.)
2. Sorting items (buttons, vehicles, beads, etc.)
3. Scales
4. ltems for measuring (rulers, etc.)
5. Puzzles
6. Math-related materials (geo boards, shapes, etc.)
7. Llacing cards
8. Peg boards
9. Found materials (rocks, bottle caps, etc.)

10. Labeled storage
11. Writing materials
12. Related books

* The lists of materials provided here are only considered a starting point. Feel free to add more
materials based on classroom themes and the children’s interests. You will also want to check with your
center director to learn of any specific materials required by your center, school, curriculum, or state
licensing agency.
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