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ESTABLISHING LEARNING CENTER ROUTINES
Pre-

K
Ages 3–4

Learning centers provide opportunities for children to work independently in a familiar setting on 
activities designed to help them make personal connections between curriculum areas and a lived 
faith. Scheduling center activities as part of your day has the added benefit of allowing time for 
you to work with small groups while the rest of the children are occupied with these purposeful 
independent activities. Here are some suggestions to help you manage the independent learning 
centers to maximize their benefit to your three- and four-year-olds and to you. 

Determine the physical setup. How you make the learning centers available to children partly 
depends on how space is already configured in your classroom. Two possibilities are to dedicate a 
place in the room for each learning center with a pictorial sign marking that center. Another option 
is to have each learning center’s materials in a bin. Children can access all the learning center bins 
from a central location and take them to where it is comfortable for them to work. Beforehand, read 
the descriptions and materials needed for each center to consider the possibilities for their setup in 
your classroom. Whether the learning centers are bins or places in the room, the signs denoting the 
learning centers should be pictorial.

Plan for movement in and out of the centers. Determine in advance how children will know when 
to work on a center activity and on which activities they are to work. Three common ways to do this 
are by group, by individual, or by child’s choice. 

By Group You may wish to assign children to groups, with Group A doing center activities 
on Monday, Group B on Tuesday, and so forth. 

By Individual Consider posting a centers activity chart in your space. A pocket chart works 
well for this. List the activities and assign individual children to each activity. Instruct the 
children to consult the chart to see where to go during center time.

By Child’s Choice You may want to allow children to choose what activities they will work 
on during center time. If this is the case, develop a system for limiting the number of children 
doing a center activity during any one time. You may choose to use center passes. For instance, 
if only two children can engage in Activity A at one time, make two center passes for Activity 
A. If one child at a time can do Activity B, make only one pass for Activity B, and so on. Explain 
to children that they must have a pass to do that activity.

Keep in mind that it may take a month or two before learning center routines are well established.

Model activities. Once you have set up the centers and established a plan for children to circulate 
in and out, model the activities and tasks multiple times for the whole group. The center activities 
provided on the OV pages of the Catechist Manual include scripting for how to introduce and 
model each activity. Some center activities will need more modeling than others. As part of the 
modeling, demonstrate how to clean up before leaving the center. This may mean cleaning up an 
area or returning materials to a bin and returning that bin to where it belongs. You will also want 
to have a signal for when children should begin to return the materials to where they belong and 
another for when they should move to another activity.

Build independence. Let children know at the outset what they should do if they have a question 
or need help with a center activity. Encourage children to refer to classroom resources, such as 
posters, completed samples, and visual directions, when available. In addition, help children build 
cooperative relationships by having them ask one another for help.

Assess progress. On an ongoing basis, assess children’s progress by observing them as they engage 
in the center activities. You may wish to use the Assessment Checklists behind the Assessment tab 
in the Catechist Manual to record your observations. 
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