Learning Centers/Interest Areas
in the Early Childhood Classroom

"A classroom for young children benefits from having clearly defined, well-equipped interest
areas that arranged to promote independence, foster decision making, and encourage
involvement." -Creative Curriculum for Early Childhood

The early childhood classroom is set up to be an environment that supports learning.
Furniture, equipment, and materials are carefully chosen and arranged to appeal to children and
promote the curriculum's content goals. The learning environment encourages a mix of independence
and cooperative play and provides materials that reflect the diversity of children’s family lives.
“Interest Areas” or "Learning Centers" are specific places in a preschool room's physical environment
where specific activities are arranged for the children to explore.

Diana Townsend-Butterworth of the Scholastic Corporation introduces the concept
of Learning Centers like this:
“Walk into your child's preschool classroom and you will find a large, colorful room
divided into carefully planned interest areas. It will be filled with bright, primary colors
and a variety of materials for your child to manipulate, explore, snuggle, play with, and
share. The room is especially designed to encourage your child's natural curiosity and
desire to learn about her world.
The organization of their preschool classroom sends important signals to children about
"what there is to do and how to do it," says Marilou Hyson, associate executive director
for professional development at the National Association for the Education of Young
Children [NAEYC]. Research indicates that a well-organized classroom helps children learn
and motivates them to interact positively with each other.
Preschool classrooms are usually organized around interest areas or learning centers.
These defined areas allow children to play and explore materials with the guidance of the
teacher either individually or in small groups. Low dividers often separate the centers, but
children move freely among them. Skills that lead to reading and writing and math are
not confined to specific centers, but rather reinforced in different ways throughout all the
centers via communication, exploration and play. Your child's classrooms will have many
of the following learning centers, but the arrangement and composition of the centers
will vary.”

Listed below are the Learning Centers you will find in your child’s classroom:

Literacy Area 

This center is comprised of 3 areas:

1. Classroom Library: Here, children explore the world of books and feel safe and secure as
they are introduced to reading in their very own classroom library. Brightly illustrated books are
displayed on low shelves. Children curl up on a rug with comfy cushions or lounge on the soft
furniture with the books they have selected. Books are rotated frequently and are always
available to the children. Reading is enjoyed in large group story time or small group choice time,
as well as one-on-one with the teacher. Understanding of story line, pictures, sounds, left-to-right
text, and letter/word recognition are emphasized. Children also learn literacy concepts such as
Title, Author, Illustrator, cover, etc.



2. Listening Center: Children listen to CDs of stories on headsets while following the pictures
in their books.



3. Writing Desk: A small desk or table is offered where there is a variety of papers,
envelopes, stamps, rulers, tape, glue, stencils, and many different types of writing instruments
(crayons, pencils, markers, sand-writing trays, etc.) for children to practice drawing and writing
their names, letters, numbers, shapes, etc. As appropriate, upper and lower case letters, as well
as numbers 0 – 10, are available for the children to copy. Older classes may also practice copying
common sight words. There is also a computer keyboard available in this area for children to
practice keying characters.

Math Manipulatives & Number Concepts
In this area, shelves are filled with math manipulatives, puzzles, pegboards, beads, collectibles,
patterning cards, matching games, file folders and other games. These activities can be done alone, with
a friend, or one-on-one with a teacher. Children also develop fine motor skills by using their fingers and
hands in creative ways. They learn hand/eye coordination and practice problem-solving skills.

Blocks
This area consists of wooden unit blocks, large cardboard blocks, and/or plastic blocks.
Additional materials are regularly rotated in the block area such as cars, trucks, boats, people,
animals, etc. based on the current curriculum and the interests of the children. Doing this
changes the creativity of the types of structures built as well as the vocabulary practiced. Books
on construction or patterns are also rotated throughout the year. In the block area, children can
work with others or alone to construct their own creations. This area provides a great segway
from parallel play to cooperative play, and encourages problem-solving, imagination, vocabulary,
self-expression, and math & science concepts. Teachers interact with them by asking questions
about their constructions, offering help and examples of cooperative play as needed.

Floor and Table Toys
These activities usually include things like large floor puzzles, table top board games, They may be
worked on alone, with a friend, in a small group, or with a teacher. Children play until they finish,
sometimes following game rules, and sometimes making up their own rules.

Art Center
The Art area is a place for children to create and enjoy on a sensory level. They are given the opportunity
to represent their ideas in visual form in any way they choose, to help them express what they know and
how they feel. All free art projects are open-ended, which means that the child’s imagination is not
limited. There are no pre-drawn patterns or models. Instead, children are offered the raw materials for
creativity that encourage them explore freely such as colored paper, crayons, markers, tape, paste, safe
scissors. The use of coloring books and pre-drawn patterns leave little room for imagination,
experimentation, or individual styles and abilities, and is not considered appropriate in the free art area.
Art projects may be done either independently or simultaneously as a class are small group activity. In
this center, children are developing small muscle control and dexterity, hand-eye coordination, and
allowing their creative minds to run wild.

Science & Discovery Center
In the Science & Discovery Area, children have the opportunity to explore
properties of things and how they work, as well as learn the vocabulary
associated with them. They discover, examine, predict, hypothesize, and
experiment with many facets of the world around them. There is a wide
variety of materials available in this area which is rotated frequently. Some
items that are always available are plants, binoculars, different types of
magnifiers and microscopes, various types of magnets, mirrors, sensory
bottles, balance scales, tweezers and droppers, and containers for insects or
worms that children may unearth. Some items that are rotated depending on
the children's interests may be collections of rocks, leaves, shells, or other
natural items, as well as photos or books about these items. The Science & Discovery Area extends
outdoors as children observe nature, watch for birds, measure rain, or observe icicles. This area is
particularly interesting in the spring when chrysalis kits are ordered for every classroom and they witness
and uncover the wonders of metamorphosis.

Cooking
The children participate in cooking projects in the
classroom overseen by the classroom teacher or
with the cooking teacher. They practice
measuring and following a recipe, and learn
concepts such as blending, mixing, rising, timing,
liquids, etc. Children are taught how to use
various appliances and utensils, and how to
implement appropriate sanitation for food
preparation.

Sensory Area
In this area, children engage in sensory experiences with minimal
teacher instruction. It is one of the most popular centers in the
classroom with the children. We often change out materials in
the classroom sensory tub to add interest; sometimes there may
be water or sand or both. Sometimes it may contain fall leaves or
snow brought
from outdoors.
It may be rice or
corn meal. Tools such as funnels, sifters, shovels,
measuring cups, etc. are included. “Treasures” such as
tiny shells, plastic bugs, balls, etc. may be rotated for
added interest. They learn self-help skills as they get a
towel or the hand broom and sweep up any mess.
Additional sensory activities may be found at the tables,
as playdough and playdough tools are classroom staples.
The hand muscles developed through this activity are
essential for pre-writing skills.

Music and Movement
Music and Movement activities are woven throughout the
curriculum, to include Music/Movement/Sign Language with a
music teacher where different types of music are played and
sung with a balance of lively and soft tempo. A music center is
also included in each classroom that includes a variety of
different instruments that children may play alone, or form a
classroom band. Other music and movement activities that
worked into the curriculum each day include singing songs and
finger plays, playing song games (Hokey Pokey, Ring Around the Rosie), dancing (sometimes with props
like ribbons or scarves),
or painting to music.
Children learn
cooperation skills,
increase large motor
muscle control, learn to
create rhythm and
patterns, and move their
bodies in different ways
when participating in
music activities.

Dramatic Play Area
Children experiment with different roles as they
explore the familiar and the unknown through pretend
play. This area is filled with props and dress-up clothes
to encourage imagination. Sometimes this area might
be a kitchen/home living area; other times it might be a
post office, restaurant, doctor’s office, or rocket ship.
Children learn to work with other children, to share,
and to make compromises (who gets to be the mother?
the father? the baby?). They also practice verbal skills
and develop an understanding of symbolic
representation that leads to the development of reading and writing skills. In the Dramatic Play area,
children break through their restrictions of reality as they pretend to be anyone or anything they choose.
When engaged in role-play, children deepen their understanding of the world around them and develop
life-long skills. Many items and equipment in the dramatic play area are rotated throughout the year
based on the interests of the children.

Outdoor/Gross Motor Play
In this area, equipment is provided on indoor and outdoor playgrounds. It is
geared towards working children’s large motor muscle development and
coordination skills. Children enjoy
climbing, running, sliding, riding,
swinging, bouncing, digging, piling,
throwing, and building. This type of
play also broadens opportunities to
practice role playing and
cooperative play. The equipment in
these play areas is safe and age
appropriate.

How Materials are Chosen for the Classroom Interest Areas
The learning materials in each interest area are carefully selected by the teacher to reflect
the current interests and developmental levels of the children in her classroom. Teachers
choose many open-ended materials — materials that can be used in a variety of ways,
such as blocks in all sizes, art materials, and fabric pieces. Teachers seek out natural,
found, and recycled materials, such as shells, twigs, rocks, carpet pieces, used containers,
and old clothes.
Teachers consider it especially important to have plenty of real items that reflect
children's lives, for example, cooking tools, small appliances that no longer work, dress-up
clothes, and other objects and tools from children's houses and yards. These items reflect
children's home cultures and allow children to imitate adults.
Storage and labeling — To help children find and put away materials themselves,
materials are stored in consistent places in the classroom, on low shelves or on the floor,
and in containers that children can see into and handle.
Shelves and containers have labels that make sense to children. For example, the labels
might contain words along with photos, drawings, or tracings of the object. This assists
children to know where to put items away while promoting early literacy each time they
see the word by the picture.
During free-choice center time, teachers interact with children by demonstrating skills,
modeling cooperative behavior, asking open-ended questions, or making suggestions.
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