Teaching through Centers

What are centers?

Centers are activities that students can do independently or in groups to practice and reinforce a skill.

Why should I use centers? 

Centers are a great way to differentiate learning. If the centers involve group work, the groups can either be homogenous or heterogeneous. If they are homogenous, all the students will be working on improving one particular weakness they share. If they are heterogeneous, each student should have a different role in the group that allows the student to build on a skill he or she needs to work on while still being an expert in his or her area. 

How do I start teaching centers?

Centers should be introduced one at a time to the entire class. The teacher should model how to move to the center, how to get the supplies for the center, how to interact at the center, and how to perform the task.  It can take several weeks to get the students performing the procedures for centers well enough to do more than one center at a time. Once the students are able to do this, you should monitor students and help them as needed. You can also take this time to do assessments or have conferences with students. 
How can I connect the centers to my unit plans?

Centers should change throughout the year to supplement what you are teaching during the whole class lessons. In a unit on autobiographies, for example, each center should require students to use their knowledge of autobiographies. Your writing center can ask students to write about a particular event that was important to them. Your reading center can be time to read an autobiography to start on a book report. Your word work center can use sentences from autobiographies you have read as a class, or that other students have written. Centers should always connect to your unit.

What are some ideas for centers? 
Here are some simple centers. Create an exit slip or worksheet that is specific to your unit.
Listening Center
With just one or two tape players and headphones, you can begin a listening center. All ESL teachers should have access to those materials, as well as books on tape. If you do not have these materials, ask your ESL Coordinator or your AP for them. If you still can’t get them, submit a grant to www.donorschoose.org and ask your friends and family to donate. Make sure to have students provide evidence of their learning through an exit slip or by completing a graphic organizer that tests the skill you are building (main idea, using prior knowledge, inferencing, etc.)

Independent Reading Center

Students should choose their books based on the rule you have taught. Provide students with a log to enter the title of the book and how many pages they read. Students should also complete a worksheet, exit slip, or journal/log entry answering questions or responding to a prompt you provide depending on the skill you are teaching. For visualizing, for example, you might ask students to draw a picture of the setting of the book, then ask them to explain how they knew what to draw. 
Writing Center

Create or buy a set of writing prompts that allow students to write creatively and independently. This center can also be a chance for students to work on writing projects you have assigned, such as book reports or a paper for a presentation.
Word work center

This center should feature independent work or homogeneous groupings. For advanced students, it can be a chance to build a better vocabulary. For students who are behind, it can be an opportunity to work on basic skills, such as identifying words with the same vowel sounds. You can find word games at the TFA office. 
Computer Center

If you have a computer in your room, the computer center can be a great way to allow students to read and write on the computer. For research projects, students can do some internet research, but only after you have taught them how to search the web and how to determine if a site has appropriate and trustworthy material or not. There are a lot of great websites for kids that can be used for games or for articles. One is www.timeforkids.com. 
Project Center

This center can give students time to create posters, cards, signs, menus, maps, or guide books for projects you assign. You school should provide you with poster material and construction paper, but you must request it far in advance of the project begin. 

Math Center

Even though we are language teachers, our students are not just language learners. Some of the students may be far behind in math, or may have difficulty understanding word problems. This center can be a chance to work on remedial math, play math games, or work on identifying the meaning of word problem words, and solving the word problems.
Science/History Center

These are two centers that can provide students with more information about the content areas that we sometimes neglect to cover. Because you should always connect language learning to the content areas, these two centers allow you to reinforce that connection. Students can read scientific or historical articles, can create time lines, do simple science experiments involving measurement, or even work in groups to read and try to understand their science or history textbook.
Conference/Assessment Center
While the other students are engaged in their centers, you can work with individual students or with groups. This center can be a place to discuss student achievement, to mediate problems between students, to give assessments, or to conference with a group that is working on a project together. 
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Reading Center Exit Slip
Title of book: 




Author:

1. Draw a picture of the main character. Include at least 3 objects that explain what the character likes or dislikes. 

2. Write an explanation of the picture. What does the character look like? Why did you choose each of the three objects? What do they tell you about the character?
