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Podcast 28: A Fresh Look At Learning Centers 

Episode notes: https://prekteachandplay.com/podcast28  
 

 
Hey, fellow Early Childhood Solutionaries, this is Kristie, and today we're going to talk a little bit 
about learning centers. If you've been following this podcast at all, you know that we've talked 
about circle time, we've talked about calendar time, we've even talked about snack time. So, I 
figured it was about time we talked about learning centers. Some of this came from when I was 
reading a book called The Importance of Being Little. In it, the author, Erika, talks about how 
the pace at which we schedule things and the flow at which children move through their lives is 
really problematic and it's not giving children enough time to really experience childhood—to 
even experience being bored.  
 
As I started thinking about how scheduling and pacing can be such a problem not only for 
children, but for the adults who are trying to move them along in groups, I thought maybe we 
should talk a little bit about—and have a different twist on—learning centers. But don't worry, 
we're not going to throw the baby out with the bathwater. We're not going to say we're going 
to get rid of learning centers. In fact, there are a lot of advantages to having learning centers. 
They're really opportunities for us to do things that are allowing children to work 
independently, to engage in sustained play. Children get to make lots of different choices and 
have social interaction, and hopefully, if we've done a good job, there's lots and lots of 
opportunities for pretend play, which we know totally promotes self-regulation. We can also 
integrate all those body parts, all those domains and content areas when we think about 
different learning centers. 
 
That said, there's sort of this down side or this dark side of learning centers that I often see. 
Sometimes we might see that there are really strict rules associated with learning centers. This 
one is closed. This one is open.  This one you can go to. This one you can't. We kind of get really 
rigid in how long people can stay (people meaning children) at these different centers.  I also 
see that we sometimes artificially segment development. Though we can do integrated 
development and integrated content areas, we kind of break it apart. Here's where we write. 
Here's where we build. Here's where we count. We don't always think about what to do with 
those kind of low-interest centers, you know, the place that's kind of collecting dust and no one 
goes there. Then, we sort of get in competition with the high-interest where everybody wants 
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to go, everybody wants to be. We sort of pit them against each other instead of being a little bit 
curious and going, "How could I make more areas of high interest?"  
 
We sort of get this idea that everybody needs to sample a little bit from the plate and that they 
need to eat a little bit of everything. We're going to take this idea of a platter with things that 
you can take in, take on, touch, look at, engage with, and we're really going to think about how 
is this something that we can do differently when we're thinking about learning centers. We're 
going to pull from my friends David Rock and Dan Siegel, meaning I love and follow their work 
explicitly, but we're going to take a neuroscientist’s spin on how might learning centers for 
young children look and be more functional. We know there's these advantages, but we also 
know that there can be disadvantages. So what would be a fresh look at learning centers?  
 
One thing you want to make sure of is that you download the freebie for this podcast. You'll 
want to go to prekteachandplay.com/podcast28. You want to download all of my 
recommendations for designing learning centers. In that download, I'll of course share what we 
know to be effective. In fact, my colleagues, Jennifer Grisham-Brown and Mary Louise 
Hemmeter, and I talk about these different recommendations to make sure that learning 
centers are effective and that we maximize them in terms of promoting children's engagement, 
their acquisition, and their use of important skills, so really pull from our blended practices text 
and show people the things that we need to do to have effective learning centers.  
 
That said, if we want to pull from David Rock and Dan Siegel's work, these neuroscientist’s 
perspective about this idea of what they call a “healthy mind platter.” I was just talking about 
we have this platter in front of us, something that we can interact with, touch, look, taste from, 
right? And that there's that kind of slippery slope where people think you need to eat one of 
everything on your plate. Well, let's make sure that what's on your plate is something really 
creating a balanced brain, something that is really what David Rock and Dan Siegel talk about, a 
full set of mental nutrients. We want to make sure we have these daily servings that ensure 
strong and balanced minds.   

http://prekteachandplay.com/
https://davidrock.net/about/
http://www.drdansiegel.com/about/biography/
http://prekteachandplay.com/podcast28
https://education.uky.edu/fac/jennifer-grisham-brown/
https://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/bio/marylouise-hemmeter
https://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/bio/marylouise-hemmeter
http://www.drdansiegel.com/resources/healthy_mind_platter/


  

 

 

 

 

 
© All rights reserved. 

http://prekteachandplay.com 

 
 

We want to really look at our learning centers with new eyes, with this new goal of creating 
experiences that are really going to serve up a platter that ensures strong and balanced minds. 
 
What Rock and Siegel present in their The Yes Brain Text, Dan Siegel's book, The Yes Brain: How 
to Cultivate Curious, Courage, Curiosity, and Resilience, I want to talk about these ways that 
you can have a healthy mind platter. What they propose is that we think about the child's 
schedule or the day consisting of several things that promote balance and wellbeing. What I 
want you to do is think about your learning centers. Definitely get the download for podcast 28 
and think about things that Jennifer, Mary Louise, and I talk about in terms that making sure 
learning centers are engaging, making sure that we talk about expectations, making sure that 
we've designed them in ways that children's interest and different abilities are built in, yes. But, 
I also want you to think about these different things on this healthy mind platter. 
 
So, here's the first one: Is there enough focus time? This is when we have to really concentrate. 
This is when you really need to get rid of distractions, and you know you have a goal or a 
challenge in front of you and you really need to concentrate. So sure, we want to make that 
there's focus time, but we want to make sure that not all of our centers require this deep focus.  
 
Second, we want to think about play time. This is where we get to be spontaneous and more 
just who our natural selves are. Now, some of us are really focused, buy many of us are really 
more playful or we want to look at things in a new or different way, not necessarily worried 
about the goal in the end, but just kind of the experience throughout. This is playtime. As we 
look at this healthy platter, and as we look at our learning centers, do we have enough 
opportunities for play time? 
 
Third, do we have enough connecting time? I talked about one of the benefits of learning 
centers is this sort of social interaction opportunities. But really, do we get this opportunity to 
connect with other people? Do we get to time to sort of connect with the natural world around 
us? Do we get to sort of hone the brain's connectivity between dots, experiences, people, and 
things that I see in nature? Really want to make sure that there's time to actually make 
connections. 
  

http://prekteachandplay.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Yes-Brain-Cultivate-Curiosity-Resilience/dp/0399594663
https://www.amazon.com/Yes-Brain-Cultivate-Curiosity-Resilience/dp/0399594663


  

 

 

 

 

 
© All rights reserved. 

http://prekteachandplay.com 

 
 

Number four, we want to make sure on our healthy mind platter that there's physical time, 
right? Not just because a kid's running away from us so that they can go to the center they 
want, but really that we get to move our bodies, that we get to strengthen different muscles, 
we get to move in ways that express our emotions at a certain time. This really leads to that 
strengthening of our brain. Are our centers really crowded, or all tabletop, or all maybe just 
standing, or are there really opportunities for swinging, and swaying, and bending, and 
balancing? 
 
Number five, time in. Love this one. Is there an opportunity to quiet the mind, right? Quiet the 
body, and really reflect internally, thinking about what I'm feeling, thinking about what I'm 
thinking, thinking about different images that come to mind inside my mind? We want 
opportunities for time in. This is also super important for adults, but for children, as we look at 
these learning centers, not disengaged by putting headsets on and watching something on an 
iPad, not that kind of quiet time, and not necessarily something where you have to go on a 
beanbag and read a book. This is really that sort of turning inward and noticing what I'm 
feeling, what I'm thinking, what am I seeing inside my mind.   
 
We talked about so far focus time, play time, connecting time, physical time, and time in. That 
leaves two more. Down time. Love this one, also, because this is sort of where we're not 
focused, we don't have a specific goal, and we sort of just let our mind wander. You could call 
this down time “daydreaming.” You can call this just sort of this opportunity to disengage 
without an agenda, not asleep. I'm certainly awake, but I'm just kind of here. So are we inviting 
and allowing children? Or when we see them kind of wandering, do we get nervous and go, 
"Hey, where are you supposed to be? What are you supposed to be doing? What would you 
like to be doing?" Can we just sort of allow some children to wander? Can we encourage them 
to simply relax and let their brain recharge? Again, these always come with cautions, but really 
knowing that we need a healthy mind platter, we don't need to get so worried when children 
aren't as focused, don't have a specific goal in mind, and are simply kind of just letting their 
mind wander and relax. 
 
That brings us to number seven, which is sleep time. This might be one that you need to talk 
about more broadly with families, with wraparound childcare providers, but children are not 
getting enough sleep. We know that there are so many negative downsides and impacts when 
children don't get sleep. This is when the brain really needs to do some work in terms of 
repairing, recovery, kind of a cleanup, if you will. 
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If there's not an opportunity to actually sleep, then the brain doesn't have these opportunities 
to clean up and recover from all these wonderful learning center experiences. If you find a child 
who is falling asleep in your centers, you might actually need to talk with the group about the 
fact that maybe this child needs to be sleepy. This'll make people hear shark music because we 
only have two and a half hours. We have all this content to cover, and all these things to do to 
ready a child for kindergarten. But, maybe the best thing we can do is create a quiet space 
where they can sleep. 
 
This is just a quick idea to think a little bit more of a new spin on learning centers. Again, I'm not 
saying that we shouldn't have learning centers, but maybe we should look at our old way of 
thinking about learning centers. Definitely we want to think about all the recommendations 
that you'll find in the download for podcast 28 about effective learning centers, but with this 
new spin on introducing this idea, the healthy mind platter, where children are getting sort of 
these daily servings of the nutrients that actually create a strong and balanced mind. If you 
want those, one more time, you can definitely get the download. But also, just to restate them, 
it's looking at your centers to make sure there's focus time, play time, connecting time, physical 
time, time in, down time, and sleep time. These seven daily activities are really what Rock and 
Siegel are saying are going to make up a full set of mental nutrients, and this is how we get our 
brains to function at their best.  
 
Not worrying so much about is this learning center open or closed, or how many children are 
there, if the timer's going to go off, if the primary objective is writing, or building, or counting, 
what to do with these kind of high interest things that cause kids to kind of fight over who gets 
to be there, but really say, "I'm going to look at my learning centers in a fresh new way. I'm 
going to recognize that the scheduling and pacing that we’ve kind of gotten into this idea that 
faster, more predictable, always in a sequence, everybody's group start, group stop, all these 
kind of habits that we've created, might not be allowing children to really have their daily 
servings of what will create that healthy mind."  
 
I hope this was helpful in thinking about a new twist on learning centers and that you'll 
download the freebie for podcast 28 and do a little walkabout in your classroom or in the 
classrooms that you're supporting, and see if you can't ensure daily servings of these mental 
nutrients. 
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