
Playing at “Centers” in the Classroom 

By Gayle Hernandez 

 

About “Centers” 

 

Some General Comments:  

- Daily, children take part in centers. 

- During this time they practice making choices by choosing the activity 

they would like to take part in.  This is a very difficult thing for many 

children.   

- At center time, children take risks, try new activities and develop skills 

at their own levels.   

- They develop communication skills, learn to share, develop self-

confidence, develop language skills, and learn content in fun, hands on 

ways. 

- Much social learning happens during center time.  At this time children 

learn to share, to take turns, to become independent and much self 

esteem is built.  At this time children learn to “do” for themselves. 

- “Centers” is a time when the teacher rotates to talk with children as 

s/he works to extend thinking, to help work through social conflicts, 

and to make observations about children’s learning and thinking. 

- Cooking, science, art and games all happen during Center time.  These 

activities are generally run by parent volunteers, intermediate, high 

school or university students to allow the teacher freedom to move 

among the children to do some of his/her most important “teaching”.  It 

also allows children the opportunity to interact with many adults in the 

classroom. 

 

At the “House Center” 

 

The “House Center”: 

 

- Promotes cooperation 

- Stimulates oral language development 

- Allows children to try on different “roles” that they may encounter in 

life such as mommy, daddy, doctor, fireman, etc. 

- Promotes creativity and problem solving 

- Allows for social development 



Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- Spend some time with your child participating in “make believe”.  When 

your child puts on some “dress up” clothes and announces s/he is “the 

mommy”, become part of the “play” and find out what role you might 

play in the “drama”.  Perhaps you will be a guest at the tea party.  

Maybe your child will put on a fireman’s hat and become a fireman.  If 

that is the case, let him/her know that there is a fire down the street.  

You could be the person stuck on the 4th floor that your child needs to 

rescue.  Remember that when you talk to your child you are helping 

him/her develop oral literacy. 

- To tie writing to the play, you could encourage your child to make signs 

connected to the play that is happening.  For example, if your child sits 

you down at a table and pretends to “serve you dinner”, suggest making 

a menu, or let your child come up with a name for the “Restaurant”. 

Make a sign for the wall.  

- Learning about money could happen through play at the house as well.  

If your child creates a “Restaurant”, give him/her some coins and let 

him/her present you with the “bill”.  As you pay the bill, discuss the 

coins.  What are the coins called?  How much are they worth? 

- The ideas for extending play are endless and are only limited by your 

imagination.    Have fun with your child here and be a “kid” again! 

 

At the “Art Center” 

 

The “Art Center”: 

 

- Allows the child to explore a variety of art media 

- Develops fine motor coordination 

- Promotes problem solving 

- Develops creativity 

- Develops hand-eye coordination 

- When activities are directed, requires the child to follow directions and 

arrive at a final product; therefore instructing on procedure.  Generally, 

though, the “Art Center” is not “directed”.  Children are encouraged to 

explore using their imaginations and to come up with their own 

“creations”. 

 



Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- Spend some time exploring with your child many of the materials found  

        there.   

- Ask your child what s/he thinks it is possible to make from the 

materials. 

- Feel free to explore the materials such as tape, glue, felts, paper, toilet 

paper rolls and other “junk”. 

 

At the “Blocks Center” 

 

The “Blocks Center”: 
 

- Requires cooperation 

- Requires children to share ideas and equipment 

- Encourages role-playing 

- Develops large muscle coordination 

- Develops imagination 

- Promotes social development 

- Develops problem solving skills 

 

Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- Encourage your child to explore with the blocks.  What does s/he want 

to build today?  In the past I have seen space ships, cars, castles, 

roads, towers, homes for dollies, towns, and much more.  Usually 

September creations at the blocks center are simple.  With experience, 

practice and exploration, the creations can become quite intricate and 

detailed.  It is fascinating to watch the growth in sophistication. 

- It is important to converse with your child about the creations being 

made.  This “talk” builds oral language skills and helps to extend 

thinking.  Ask your child to tell you about what s/he has made. 

- To develop writing skills, signs could be made to describe the creation, 

directions to the “dungeon” (if the creation is a castle) could be made, 

etc.  Don’t downplay the power of a picture.  Pictures are the beginning 

stage of writing. Your child could draw a diagram of his/her creation to 

save for another day.  Use your imagination and have fun!    

 



At the “Listening Center” 

 

The “Listening Center”: 

 

- Assists the child in expanding his/her attention span 

- Serves to demonstrate the power of language 

- Develops a sense of story sequence (i.e. beginning, middle, end) 

- Develops enjoyment of stories and literature 

- Aids in learning how to read 
 

Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- Sit down at the “Listening Center” with your child.  Put in a tape and 

listen to a story with your child.  Let your child be in charge of turning 

the pages of the book.  Teach him/her to turn the page when s/he 

hears the “beep”. 

- Note that the local public library has a collection of books with tapes.  

Go and borrow some!  Children love this activity. 

 

 

At the “Math Center” (Math Tubs) 

 

The “Math Center”: 

 

Assists the child in developing: 

- One to one correspondence 

- Classifying skills (i.e. things that are the same) 

- Sequencing skills (i.e. largest to smallest) 

- Problem solving skills 

- Predicting skills (i.e. what will be the result if I place these 3 blocks 

with those 4 blocks?) 

- And understanding of number (i.e. counting, measuring, graphing, 

recognition, etc.) 

- Patterning skills 

 

 

 

 



Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- Ask your child to choose a tub from the “Green Math Tub” shelf.   

- If your child chooses the Geoboards (boards with nails), have your child 

use the elastics to make a picture using shapes.  Talk to your child 

about the shapes used.  How many sides do they have?  Corners?  How 

many triangles are used?  Etc. 

- If your child chooses the Pattern Blocks, have him/her use the blocks 

provided to make his/her own design.  Or, have your child re-create one 

of the pictures in the box.  Much problem solving takes place with this 

activity and it also builds patterning skills. 

- If your child chooses the Unifix Cubes (colored blocks that snap 

together), have him/her snap together a pattern and then read it back 

to you (i.e. red, blue, red blue or green, green, yellow, orange, green, 

green, yellow, orange).  Or, work on measurement by having your child 

build a “train” as tall as you.  Count the cubes to see how many “cubes” 

tall mommy or daddy is.  How many “cubes” tall is your child?  Who is 

taller?  Shorter?  Measure a table.  A chair.  A book. 

- If your child chooses the Colored Animals, have him/her sort them for 

you.  Children can sort by color, by type of animal and sometimes by 

size.  Your child can also use these to make patterns.   

- That will give you some ideas.  Your child may be able to show you 

more…  

 

At the “Painting Center” 

 

The “Painting Center”: 

 

- Develops fine motor skill 

- Develops hand-eye coordination 

- Provides the child with an opportunity to explore, experiment and 

represent feelings and ideas 

- With sharing their creations, children continue to develop their oral 

language 

- Provides incidental learning of color, shape, size, texture, etc. 

- Allows for development of creativity 

 

 



Some Ideas to Try: 

 

-   Put a piece of paper on the paint easel.  Encourage your child to paint a 

picture for you.  When done, get a pen or pencil and write the “story” that 

goes with it to use this as a vehicle to extend knowledge of literacy. 

 

At the “Playdough Center” 

 

The “Playdough Center”: 

 

- Develops fine motor coordination 

- Allows the child an opportunity to experiment, explore and create 

- Requires sharing of equipment 

- Provides the child with a tactile experience, and an avenue of 

representation 

- Develops the child’s understanding of texture, pattern, shape and size 

- Develops the child’s communication skills as s/he discusses what is 

happening as s/he molds the material 

 

Some Ideas to Try 

 

- Let your child “play” with the playdough and see where his/her 

imagination takes him/her.  When your child is finished with his/her 

creation, ask him/her to tell you about what s/he has made.  Let your 

child use the cookie cutters to stamp shapes.  Encourage your child to 

roll out “snakes” to make names or words or numbers.  Have fun!   

 

At the “Puzzle Center” 

 

The “Puzzle Center” (Part of “Math Tubs”): 
 

- Stimulates both intellectual and social activity 

- Assists children in refining their fine motor skills 

- Develops hand-eye coordination 

- Develops a child’s visual memory 

- Requires turn-taking and cooperation among children 

- Assists children in learning about form, color and number 

- Develops visual discrimination 



Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- Invite your child to build a puzzle with you.   As you build, give your 

child tips on how to be successful with the puzzle if it is challenging.  

For example, explain to him/her how to build the “outside” first and 

then move to the middle.  Talk to your child about colour and picture 

clues.  Does the grass go in the sky?  Let your child be the one to 

“figure out” where the pieces go and place them together.  They love to 

“get it right”!  Have fun!   

 

At the “Reading Center” 

 

The “Reading Center” (Part of our regular classroom routine): 

 

- Develops an interest in literature 

- Creates the interest and motivation to read 

- Enhances the child’s vocabulary 

- Assists the child in development of a left to right progression 

- Develops an appreciation and respect for books 

- Begins the process of learning to read 

 

Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- Have your child choose a book.  Spend some time enjoying the story 

with him/her.  

- If your child is learning to recognize letters, you could challenge 

him/her to look for an “S” in the pages today.  Focus on only one letter 

per read, please! 

-  If your child is learning to hear letter sounds, you could challenge 

him/her to look for a letter that says “yuh” today.   

- Talk to your child about the pictures before you read the words.  What 

is happening in the picture? (“Reading the pictures” is a very important 

beginning step to reading.  They help children become successful and as 

they move toward independence they will be asked to use the pictures 

to help them decode the words.  Picture talk is really important.  Please 

do it…) 

- Talk about the characters when you are done.  What was the setting?  

What were the main events? 



- ***Please note that enjoyment of stories is key.  When sitting down 

with a book, children at this age ought not to feel like it is “work”.  If 

you are working on developing a skill such as letter recognition and your 

child seems to be “tuning out” or doesn’t seem to want to do the task, 

leave it alone, read the story and try the “skill building” another day.  

When your child is ready s/he should do it very happily. 

 

At the “Sand Center” 

 

The “Sand Center”: 

- Children learn about the properties of sand 

- Stimulates conversation and therefore develops communication skills 

- Develops social skills 

- Requires sharing of materials 

- Stimulates imagination and creativity 

- Develops cognitive skills essential in math and science (i.e. measuring, 

predicting, volume, conservation) 

Some Ideas to Try: 

- Go to the sand box with your child and start by just observing the play 

unfold.  Children will use the sand in a variety of ways.  Sometimes they 

will dig a hole as a “house” for a dinosaur toy.  Sometimes they will build 

a mountain.  Sometimes a child will figure out that wet sand is needed 

to build a castle and request some water (this is a scientific 

observation, by the way…) 

- It is interesting to watch children interact at the sandbox.  Sometimes 

children will choose their own corner of the sandbox and do their “own 

thing”.  Sometimes three children will work together on making a 

creation such as a volcano and one child will attempt to take some sand 

from the mountain to use for building a road.  This will sometimes cause 

conflict and out of this conflict can come very vital learning in taking 

other people’s perspectives and working through a social problem so 

that all are happy (a very important life skill).  This social problem 

solving process is very well aided by the life experience of an adult. 

- In watching sand box play evolve, much can be learned about a child’s 

social development.  Some children will naturally share and take turns…  

(perhaps because they have siblings and have learned this skill already?)  

Others need support and help to learn how to do that sharing that life 

requires of us.  The sand box is a very important learning vehicle in the 



primary classroom.  And the best thing about it?  Children LOVE it and 

can learn through joy. 

- Once you have observed the play for a bit and have got a sense of how 

children naturally use the materials there, begin to engage in 

conversation with them about what they are trying to accomplish.  For 

example, if you see a child digging, ask what s/he is attempting to build.  

The possibilities for meaningful conversation at the sandbox is endless. 

 

At the “Writing Center” 

 

The “Writing Center”: 

 

- Allows the child to explore the nature, purpose and function of written 

language 

- Allows the child to develop the understanding that words and thoughts 

can be written 

- Develops hand-eye coordination 

- Develops fine motor skills 

- Establishes readiness skills for reading and writing 

- Provides for children to take risks 

 

Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- In my classroom, the “writing center” is part of the “art center”.  Shape 

books and writing tools and kept there and children will often go to 

create cards, notes or books. 

- Allow your child to freely choose what s/he would like to try and 

encourage him/her to tell you about what s/he is doing as the “play” 

unfolds.   

- If your child decides to make a book, encourage him/her to draw 

pictures and then “write his/her own words” by attempting to record 

the letters s/he hears and drawing lines when s/he is not able to hear 

the letters. 

- If your child doesn’t seem ready to do his/her “own writing”, then have 

him/her draw the pictures and tell you the words to write down under 

the picture.  Voila!  Instant book!  (And proud author!!!)   

 

 



At the “Puppet Center” 

 

The “Puppet Center”: 

 

- Encourages social interaction and develops social skills 

- Develops and reinforces knowledge of story (I.e. character, plot, etc.) 

- Develops creativity and imagination 

- Develops public speaking skills 

- Builds self confidence and self esteem 

- Builds on oral language skills and abilities. 

 

Some Ideas to Try: 

 

- Encourage your child to “put on a show” for you using the puppets.  It is 

great if your child can create the “show” with a friend.  Ask the 

children to “practice” the story first and get ready to present.  Then, 

sit back and enjoy! 

- If you want, you could encourage your child to make stick puppets using 

paper and popsicle sticks or straws to represent characters from a 

favorite story or rhyme.  Have your child re-tell the story using the 

puppets. 

 

In Summary: 

 

Above I have listed a number of centers that are available in your child’s 

classroom.  I have tried to provide you with a few ideas of ways to get play 

going and then to extend it. 

 

I hope you will try some of these ideas at home.  Play really is “the work of 

the child”.  Hopefully, through play, you can have some interesting, lively and 

fun discussions that will extend your child’s language development, and 

further develop your child’s problem solving and thinking abilities. 

 

Please see me if you have comments or questions…  I’d love to answer! 


