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OBJECTIVES

Bringing learning 
centers into the 
classroom

Integrating the 
theme of study 
into the learning 
centers

Incorporating 
student choice 
during learning 
centers



WHAT DOES THE RESEARCH SAY?

Well-Designed Classroom Environments:

• Emphasize play -based learning
• Create dynamic learning environments
• Design inviting educational practices

Chandler et al., 1999; Dooley, Wilczenski, & Torem, 2001; Martens, Eckert, Bradley, & Ardoin, 1999



PREK INSTRUCTION

Whole Group

Small Group

Center Time

Sample Classroom Schedule:
 9:00 - 9:15      Arrival
 9:15 - 9:30      Whole Group
 9:30 - 9:40      Music and Movement
 9:40 - 9:55      Handwashing and Snack
 9:55 - 10:55    Center Time
10:55 - 11:25     Small Group
11:25 - 11:55     Outdoor / Recess
11:55 - 12:35     Handwashing and Lunch
12:35 - 12:55    Read aloud
12:55 -  1:20     Quiet Activities
 1:20 -  1:45      Outdoor Choice Time
 1:45 -  2:00     Whole Group Meeting and 

departure  



WHAT CENTERS SHOULD BE 
INC LUDED IN A  PREK CLASSROOM?

Blocks and Building
Dramatic Play
Literacy
Creative Arts
Math and Manipulatives
Sensory
Science and Discovery
Writing 
Music
Cozy Corner



CENTER LOCATION

Quiet

Writing
Literacy
Cozy Area

Buffer
Math/Manipulatives
Creative Arts
Science/Discovery
Sensory

Active

Dramatic Play
Blocks/Building
Music



CLASSROOM EXAMPLE



LABELS

Centers Materials



INTEGRATING LITERACY 
MAT ERIALS

Reading

Writing



BASIC MATERIALS 
Writing Center

Table and chairs
Alphabet chart/strip
Writing instruments
Variety of paper
Word wall
Scissors
Glue
Staplers 



HANNIBAL CSD 
PANEL MEMBERS

Mary Jo Griffiths

UPK Teacher

Kim Przychodzen

UPK Teacher

Chloe Weaver

UPK Teacher



HANNIBAL CSD

Last Year



HANNIBAL CSD

This Year



HANNIBAL CSD

Library - Reading/Puzzles



HANNIBAL CSD

Sensory Center



HANNIBAL CSD

Dramatic Play



HANNIBAL CSD

Creative Arts - Writing 



HANNIBAL CSD

Science and Math



HANNIBAL CSD

Blocks and Building



HANNIBAL CSD
Impact of Changes

Classroom is organized 
into designated spaces

Increased student engagement  
and opportunities to build social 
skills

More time to work with students 
on individualized needs



HANNIBAL CSD

Challenges and Surprises
We had initial concern over our ability to meet the 
needs of all students in this new format

We discovered students are able to  manage 
themselves and their learning 



WHAT ARE THE ADULTS 
DOING?

Joining the children in centers
Asking questions
Encouraging curiosity
Promoting collaborative play and 
problem solving
Modeling
Helping children engage with materials



Be a good role model
Read to them
Talk together
Sing with them
Encourage pretend play
Explore rhymes
Create a language -rich environment
Play describing, guessing and turn -
taking games

LANGUAGE SKILLS



QUESTION / STATEMENT 
CARDS

Blocks and Building

Tell me about your structure. 

What will the people do in your building?

What would happen if you added more 
blocks? Took blocks away? Changed the 
shape of a block?



THEME
Encourages a love of learning

Supports different learning needs

Makes learning meaningful

Makes deeper connections

Builds on prior knowledge

Incorporates real-world experiences



WATERVLIET CSD
PANEL MEMBERS

Simone Mettler

UPK Teacher

Char’lee Frament

Boys and Girls Club
UPK Director Watervliet CSD



WATERVLIET CSD

Before  After



WATERVLIET CSD
Introducing  Themes

Clearly defined centers/areas

Interactive Learning

Cross curricular integration

Hands - on Activities 

Tactile Materials

Visual Displays



WATERVLIET CSD
Incorporating  Themes
Fosters critical thinking Sparks curiosity

Promotes focused learning Enhances participation
Encourages creativity Prompts deeper engagement



ing & 
WATERVLIET CSD

The journey to theme-based learn
surprises along the way

Planning & Prep
Implementation

Feedback



STUDENT CHOICE

Engagement

Empowerment

Practice in decision making

Explore their academic identity

Connect  their  learning  to  interests



CENTER MANAGEMENT 
SYSTEMS

Increases student independence

Gives students choice

Provides ownership

Allows for decision making



DUANESBURG CSD 
PANEL MEMBERS

Alicia Donohue
UPK Teacher

Ashley Venturiello
UPK Teacher



DUANESBURG CSD
Introducing Student Choice Centers

CENTER CHART WITH PICTURES 
SCAFFOLDING CENTER ROTATIONS 

TO STUDENT CHOICE 
SURPRISING OUTCOMES



DUANESBURG CSD
Incorporating Student Choice

OPPORTUNITIES FOR INDEPENDENCE

THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE UGLY OF 

PROBLEM SOLVING (WITH 4 YEAR OLDS)



DUANESBURG CSD

The Teachers' Role
ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT

LESS STRESS 
PREP



Conclusion

Is my PreK classroom set up into 
learning centers?
Did I integrate the theme into all 
of my learning centers?
Do the students have choice?
Do I have a management 
system?



Reflection and  
Resource Tool 



Reflection and  
Resource Tool 

• Learning Theme Examples
• Classroom Reflection Charts
• Center Material Check lists
• Daily Schedule Analysis



THANK YOU
(518) 474 -5807

OEL@NYSED.GOV

WWW.NYSED.GOV/EARLY-LEARNING
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