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Creating Independent and Engaging Learning Centers 

Rational for the Research 

 I teach kindergarten to twenty-four five and six year old students.  My students love to 

play and love to have learning center time.  However, I find learning centers to be stressful 

because my students seem to bicker, cry, and whine about the centers and the tasks.  I spend the 

learning center time refereeing and redirecting.  I would like to spend the time working one-on-

one with students or with a small group of students.  I know that my students need engaging 

activities and I would like to create engaging learning centers that they can do independently.  I 

have had discussions with other teachers who feel that learning centers are not obtainable 

because they cannot be designed to adhere to the Alaska State Curriculum Standards.  My goal is 

to create independent and engaging learning centers that align with the Alaska State Curriculum 

Standards. 

Thematic Review of Literature 

Learning through play is important to the developmental growth of young children.  

When considering the developmental needs of a kindergarten student it is important to remember 

that “play is one powerful way in which children learn.  Research tells us that play helps 

youngsters to improve their thinking skills, social skills, language skills, and problem-solving 

skills” (Heroman & Copple, 2006).  Dramatic play and allowing students to use their imagination 

as often as possible allows children to act out real life or imagined scenarios and problem solve.  

Often students engage in dramatic play together, which boosts their social and language skills.  

They carry these skills forward and apply them to real life situations because “play affords 

children opportunities to develop physical, social, and cognitive abilities that will serve them 

later in non-play situations (Christensen & Kelly, 2003).  In recent years there has been a push 
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for teachers in all grades to focus more on academics and less on play in the classroom, but to do 

so would be detrimental to the healthy development of young students. 

Learning centers are used to make learning fun for young students and often involve 

movement and imagination.  Many people may not be familiar with learning centers, so it is 

important to note, “learning centers are special areas designed for individual and small-group 

learning experiences.  They are equipped with a variety of high-interest materials” (McCarthy, 

1977).  The purpose of the learning center is to focus students’ attention on something they find 

interesting and is also educational.  Students should be allowed to choose which learning center 

they would like to go to because it supports their need for independence and choice.  This notion 

is supported when one believes that the purpose of a learning center “is to seek better methods of 

developing learning, giving an opportunity to experience decision making, self-direction, 

individual progression, and independence in study” (Bittel, 1978).  It is up to the teacher to 

ensure that the learning center unites play with instruction.  The classroom teacher is responsible 

for understanding “that young children need to be active, move around the classroom, engage in 

different activities, and work with different materials.  Yet they also address the increasing 

curricular demands faced by all teachers in our public schools” (Conn-Powers, 2010).  

Guaranteeing that the curricular demands and the students’ developmental needs are met 

can challenge teachers when it comes to designing and implementing learning centers.  It is up to 

the individual teacher on which of the five learning centers he or she would like to use.  They 

include the total learning center, remedial work, drill work, interest activities, and enrichment 

activities (McCarthy, 1977).  Once a teacher knows which type of learning center they want to 

implement, they need to think about the role they would like to play in the learning centers and 

clearly define the students’ roles as well.  Conn-Powers suggests that a teacher employ three 
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strategies to help students become successful in their own learning during center time.  First, 

there needs to be clear expectations and tasks to complete.  Second, teachers need to increase 

demands at the beginning of routines so students start to think independently.  Third, there 

should be activities that require students to solve problems independently (Conn-Powers, 2010).  

The types of activities that can be included during learning centers are vast.  The common 

learning centers subject areas include literacy, mathematics, science, social studies, the arts and 

technology (Heroman & Copple, 2006).  Teachers have freedom to decide how to incorporate 

these subject areas into fun and exciting learning experiences for students and should remember 

to scaffold new ideas so student learning can be as independent as possible.  

Research Question 

The literature in this study revealed three main themes concerning learning centers.  First, 

learning through play is important to the developmental growth of kindergarten students.  

Second, learning centers are used to make learning fun for young students and often involve 

movement and imagination.  Third, it is the teacher’s responsibility to guarantee that the 

curricular demands and the students’ developmental needs are met when designing and 

implementing learning centers. 

The topic for this study will be about how a teacher can create independent and engaging 

learning centers while addressing curriculum requirements.  The purpose of this study is to 

explore the need for kindergarten students to participate in developmentally appropriate learning 

in the classroom that includes movement, imagination, and play while their teacher fulfills the 

curriculum requirements set by administrators, district, state, and federal government.  At this 

stage in the research, learning centers will be defined as five to ten minute stations located 
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throughout the classroom with set learning activities focusing on math, reading, writing, science, 

social studies, art, and technology. 

Method 

In this study on creating engaging and independent learning centers that align to 

curriculum requirements, I take a qualitative inquiry approach examining a real world situation 

without manipulating it.  I take a naturalistic approach in this research through a case study that 

is observational. 

The participants in this study are twenty-five kindergarten students at Arctic Light 

Elementary School on Fort Wainwright, Alaska.  Of the twenty-five students participating, there 

are seventeen boys and eight girls.  Participants are chosen because they are students in my class 

and I see a need for finding engaging learning centers that can be done independently and align 

to the Alaska State Standards.  Students were not informed of the purpose of the study.  Names 

and other personal information of the students is not presented in the research project, as the 

objective of the project was to analyze the influence the behavior of the students as a whole, 

rather than as individuals. 

Observations will occur four days a week for a two-week period in my classroom.  I will 

observe my morning students from 9:40-10:20 and my afternoon students from 1:40-2:20.  I will 

observe students and video record them at a selected center each day.  Over the two-week period 

I will observe all students at each of the learning centers and record my observations daily. 

A post survey will be given each day at the end of learning center time.  Students will fill 

out the survey to gauge their engagement during each activity that they participated in that day. 

Surveys will help me gauge the engagement of each student in learning center activities.  
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A post interview will be given to a focus group each day.  The focus group will consist of 

two morning students and two afternoon students each day.  The selected students will be asked 

four questions and answers will be recorded using an iPad app and then transcribed into the form 

each evening.  The participants of the focus group are two male students in the morning class and 

one female and one male student in the afternoon class.   

Internal validity in this study will be accomplished through triangulation, the analysis of 

multiple sources of qualitative data.  A content analysis will be conducted using the collected 

sources of data.  This analysis will determine the effectiveness of creating engaging and 

independent learning centers that align to curriculum requirements. 
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Appendix A 
Observation Form 
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Appendix B 
Self-Assessment Form 

 

How did I do in centers today? 
 
Name: _______________________________ 
 

Science 
Center 

 
 

Reading 
Center 

 
  

Technology 
Center 

  

Dramatic 
Play 

 

Math 
Center 
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Appendix C 
Focus Post Interview Questions 

 
Date: _________________________ 
 
 
Learning Center Observed: ___________________________ 
 
 
Student: ________________________ 
 
 
Interview Questions: 
 

1. What	  did	  you	  like	  about	  the	  _____________________	  center	  today?	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What	  didn’t	  you	  like	  about	  the	  ___________________	  center	  today?	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Was	  the	  activity	  too	  hard	  or	  too	  easy	  for	  you?	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Would	  you	  like	  to	  do	  the	  activity	  again?	  	  


