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Creating Independent and Engaging Learning Centers 

Rational for the Research 

 I teach kindergarten to twenty-five 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 an elementary 

school in interior 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 over seven days during 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.  



INDEPENDENT AND ENGAGING LEARNING CENTERS 6 

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.  The selected students will be asked four 

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

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

two male students 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. 

Data Results and Analysis 

 After two weeks of data collection, the results were clear.  The students were engaged in 

learning centers and most were able to consistently participate in learning centers independently, 

with the majority of students exhibiting on task behavior.  A small amount of students were off 

task many days.  Table 1 shows behaviors observed at the learning centers each day. 

 
Table 1 
 
Observed Behaviors in Learning Centers 

Center Observed Total Students On Task Off Task Needs Redirection 
Math 21 19 2 12 

Writing 20 14 6 13 
Reading 22 22 0 8 

Social Studies 24 23 1 8 
Art 23 23 0 13 

Technology 22 21 1 5 
Science 21 21 0 7 

Note.  Off task behavior is not the same as behavior that needs redirection.  Off task behavior 
occurs when students do an activity other than the learning center activity.  Students who are off 
task may be redirected so they become on task again.  However, students that are redirected are 
not always off task.  Redirection may occur when a student is off task, is too loud, running in the 
room, throwing things, etc.  Some students needed to be redirected more than once during their 
time in the observed learning center.  
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 Interruptions by students who were not a part of the learning center being observed were 

also tracked each day.  Data shows that specific centers had more interruptions than others.  For 

example, on the day that the writing center was observed, there were fifty interruptions.  The day 

the writing learning center was observed was also the day that had the most off task behavior in 

the learning center.  In contrast, on the day that the art learning centers was observed, there were 

only twenty interruptions and one off task student.  Redirection was the most common 

interruption, while needing to go to the nurse, whining, and asking to use the bathroom were the 

least common.  Table 2 shows the reason for interruptions during learning centers each day.  

 
Table 2 
 
Interruptions by Behavior During Learning Centers 

Center 
Observed Redirection 

Showing 
Work Nurse Whining Tattling Arguing Crying Questions Bathroom Other 

Math 9 0 0 1 0 0 0 6 0 11 
Writing 14 5 0 2 1 6 4 9 0 9 
Reading 17 3 0 0 1 1 0 6 2 6 
Social 
Studies 9 1 1 0 0 1 0 7 1 0 

Art 8 5 0 0 0 0 0 4 1 2 
Technology 10 2 1 0 0 1 0 6 0 9 

Science 9 0 0 0 2 2 0 5 0 3 
Note.  Some students needed redirection, questions answered or other behavior more than once. 
Behaviors documented in the Other column included growling, loud voices, screaming, horseplay, 
knocking loudly on the desks, and attempting to share food.  
 
 Each specific student’s behavior was tracked and documented during the study.  Certain 

students had more difficulty staying on task than others.  One student (BS) had zero redirections 

and one interruption during the entire study.  Many of the students averaged less than one 

redirection and interruption per day.  The student who had the most difficulty was off task for 

five of the learning centers, needed eighteen redirections and interrupted eight times over the 

course of the study.  Table 3 shows the observed and documented off task and interruptive 

behavior of students.  
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Table 3 

Observed Off Task and Interruptive Behaviors of Students 

Student 
Off Task in 

Center 
Redirection 

Given Interruptions Total 
JM 0 6 11 17 
BS 0 0 1 1 
CT 0 5 2 7 
BP  0 3 2 5 
RS 3 13 5 21 
RC 0 1 2 3 
NO 0 12 16 28 
EW 0 4 11 15 
MM 3 14 4 21 
BC 0 4 6 10 
XL 0 6 6 12 
TT 0 14 11 25 
EA 2 4 2 8 
JP 0 6 3 9 
AV 0 3 5 8 
CF 1 10 10 21 
AL 0 6 2 8 
OD 0 6 0 6 
EH 0 6 1 7 
AG 5 18 8 31 
AM 0 5 4 9 
RP 0 9 7 16 
JJ 0 1 5 6 

NC 1 4 2 7 
PR 0 2 0 2 

Note.  The “Redirection Given” column contains redirection while participating in the learning 
center being observed or when interrupting the learning center being observed. 
 

Students filled out self-assessment sheets each day after learning centers.  They were 

asked to color a smiley, straight, or sad face based on how much they liked each learning center. 

This self-assessment was used to gauge their engagement of the learning centers.  The self-

assessment was then matched up to the behaviors observed to determine if they were able to 

evaluate their engagement in each learning center.  Much of the time the self-assessments and the 

observations matched up with students showing that they enjoyed or did not enjoy a learning 
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center.  However, there were instances where students circled the smiley face, stating they were 

engaged in the activities, but the students (AG and MM) were off task during the learning center.  

 The focus groups were interviewed each day after learning centers.  All of the focus 

group students were able to tell what they liked and disliked about the learning center that was 

observed.  Many of my focus group students felt that the learning centers were too easy. 

However, some of the focus group students were not following directions during some of the 

observed learning centers.  Even though they stated that the centers were too easy, all of them 

wanted to do the learning center again.  Each learning center had an activity that aligned with the 

Alaska State Curriculum Standards for kindergarten. 

 The data complied shows that learning centers can be aligned with the Alaska State 

Curriculum Standards and be independent and engaging for students.  In the learning center that 

was observed each day, it is clear that students are engaged and learning independently based on 

the number of students that were observed to be on task during the learning center.  The amount 

of students who were on task greatly out numbered the amount of students that were off task 

each day.  It is true that there were days with what seems like a large amount of interruptions by 

students who were not in the learning center being observed.  However, it is important to note 

that the majority of the interruptions were for students who needed redirection.  The students in 

this study are five and six year olds.  They have short attention spans and can be easily 

distracted.  They can also be easily corrected and put back on task, which minimizes the 

interruption.  The data also shows that specific students cause more interruptions and are off task 

more than others.  If the five students with the highest total off task and interruption behavior 

were to reduce their behavior by half, there would be sixty-two less interruptions for the two 

weeks of this study.  Working with these individual students would be very beneficial. The data 
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compiled using the self-assessment forms shows that the majority of students can effectively 

judge their engagement and behavior during learning centers.  They are able to evaluate 

themselves and accurately show their engagement using a smiley, straight and frowning face. 

The focus group consensus was that many of the learning centers were too easy.  However, the 

ease of the centers did not distract from engagement or independence because the focus group 

consistently stated that they would like to participate in each of the learning centers again.  

Discussion 

 After analyzing that data, it is clear that learning centers can be successful with careful 

planning.  As a new teacher, I felt that learning centers were daunting and chaotic with little 

student control.  However, after implementing learning centers structured around the Alaska 

State Curriculum Standards for this study, the students did not seem so out of control.  It was 

easy to observe engaged students learning independently using hands on or kinesthetic activities. 

They were having fun while learning and did not need to be sitting at a desk to do so.  

 Some teachers feel that the days of learning centers are in the past, because there is not 

time for learning center and my study shows that does not need to be the case.  Before beginning 

the study, my students were asked to brainstorm ways to help minimize interruptions and 

learning center rules were established.  These rules included that students could use the bathroom 

or get a drink of water without having to ask permission.  Half way through the study there was a 

second class discussion to review learning center rules and add the additional rule for students to 

ask three classmates before asking me for help.  During the second half of the study, there was 

less off task and redirecting behavior exhibited by students.  From my observations of the 

learning centers, I found that my technology and science learning centers were the most 

successful.  Almost all my students were on task and very few students needed redirection on 
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both of those days.  They were also the days when there were fewer student interruptions.  These 

two learning centers occurred at the end of my data collection, so it is important to note that my 

students had a lot of practice with learning centers up to that point and were well versed in my 

expectations during learning center time. 

 The data shows that most of my students are able to engage in learning centers 

independently.  Over half of my students had less than ten redirections and interruptions over the 

course of the study, which means they averaged just over one per day.  I feel that is acceptable 

for a five or six year old student.  However, there are six students who had more than twenty 

redirections and interruptions.  These students need additional support to become independent 

during learning center time.  In the future, I will have individual discussions with each student 

and pair them up with an independent and helpful partner to see if that improves his or her 

learning center behavior.  

 It is also important note that some of my students were not present each day for the entire 

learning center time.  Each morning three students were pulled and each afternoon five students 

were pulled for tutoring and missed part or all of our learning centers.  I also had many students 

who were absent over the course of the study.  On the day of my writing learning center, I had 

five students absent.  I also had days where one or two students in my focus group were absent. 

There is no way to tell how their presence would change my overall data. 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

 This research study has shown the importance of learning centers in a kindergarten 

classroom.  The main concern for this study was that it is difficult to create engaging, 

independent learning centers that align to the Alaska State Curriculum standards.  Learning 

centers are important to kindergarten students because it is developmentally appropriate for them 
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to learn through play.  Learning through play fosters the developmental need for movement and 

imagination.  The main argument against having learning centers in the classroom is that they 

take away from important direct instruction time.  However, when learning centers are aligned to 

the curriculum requirements, it allows for students to kinesthetically apply, practice, and connect 

the curriculum concepts they learned during direct instruction.   

 I recommend that kindergarten educators incorporate learning centers into their lesson 

plans at least once a week.  My students engage in learning centers twice a week for an hour each 

time.  I use that time to work with individual students at different learning centers.  My students 

also complete a self-assessment for behavior and engagement after learning center time.  I advise 

other educators to do the same because allows students to become accountable and responsible 

for their behavior and learning.  I also keep a tracking sheet during learning center time.  It helps 

me keep track of which students are struggling and whether a learning center is causing too many 

interruptions and off task behavior.  
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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?	  	  


