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 5

Introduction: Beyond Worksheets 
to Learning Centres

Today’s Kindergarten classrooms welcome children that are part of a rapidly 
changing world, accompanied by exploding technology. Teachers must meet that 
challenge and provide all children with an inviting environment which honors 
their individual differences, respects their developmental levels, and stimulates 
them to learn. 

Certain trends in teaching run counter to meeting this challenge. In light of 
the current emphasis on early literacy development — as well as the pressure of 
extensive curriculum expectations — many Kindergarten teachers have resorted 
to using worksheets and issuing teacher-directed tasks. They have adopted these 
approaches instead of relying on the play-based, centre-based programs that, we 
know, help children to thrive. 

A focus on worksheets and teacher-directed tasks overlooks the reality that, for 
children, play is their work. All play embraces the fact that children’s learning is 
dynamic, messy, and uneven. Play honors the fact that children progress through 
a series of developmental stages, while teacher-directed worksheet challenges do 
not — they do not lend themselves to being individualized. Young learners learn 
best when they are actively engaged, as in play. They learn by doing.

Children engage in different kinds of play — self-directed, organizational, and 
educational — and taking part only in self-directed play and organizational play 
is not enough for them. When engaged in self-directed play such as building a 
fort in the basement, children create the structure and the rules for the activity. 
In organizational play in the local playground — for example, a soccer game — 
children are provided with the rules and structure. In educational play, in the 
Kindergarten classroom, the teacher structures the environment to ensure that 
optimal learning will take place. We have found that the creation of several learn-
ing centres is the best way to achieve this.

In developing this book, our intent has been to provide many practical 
ideas that we have successfully used to infuse literacy activities into the tradi-
tional centres of our Kindergarten classrooms: these include the Sand, Water, 
and Construction centres. We want to support teachers as they move beyond 
worksheets. Teachers already using a centres approach will find ideas to enhance 
literacy learning in their Kindergarten classrooms. We will also offer answers to 
such questions as these: “How do children learn to read and write while play-
ing?” “How do teachers structure the play so that children of all backgrounds 
and abilities can meet with success?” “What kind of environment needs to be 
created so that children will be excited about reading and writing?” “How does 
one teacher manage all these different interests and developmental levels?” These 
are all questions that reflective practitioners ask in their quest to provide effective 
programs for young learners.

Educational Play: Social Aspects

Children approach educational play 
in different ways. While playing, 
some children concentrate on their 
own activity, having no social inter-
action with their peers or teachers 
(solitary play). Others play side by 
side, sharing the space, but using 
their own activity with their own 
materials (parallel play). Still others 
share materials and work in concert 
with their peers, planning together, 
sharing the thinking, doing, and 
problem-solving (co-operative play).
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6 Journey to Literacy

The Constant in Our Journey as Educators: Play

Our journey as educators has been influenced by many great teachers and edu-
cational thinkers. We have learned and grown beside our students, and over the 
years, we have thoughtfully altered our programs to better serve their changing 
needs. Despite these changes, our basic philosophy of “Play” has remained the 
same. What is different is that, over time, we have more fully recognized the rela-
tionship between play and literacy. The chart below briefly outlines our journey.

self-directed educational Donald Brian literacy in all
play play Graves Cambourne centres

Self-directed play

At the beginning of our careers, our Kindergartens focused on self-directed play. 
Our teaching emphasis was on children having a positive beginning to school 
and building a good attitude and a strong foundation for later learning. We pro-
vided the children with a variety of experiences and activities, for example, draw-
ing and painting, as well as using building toys, stacking toys, puzzles, bin toys 
(Brio railroad set), a sandbox with a pail and shovel, a water table with boats, and 
a dollhouse. The children were free to follow their own learning while we cir-
culated throughout the classroom and talked with the children about their play. 
There was little evidence of print in the environment, and we read to the children 
only at Storytime.

The emphasis was on expanding the children’s oral language and listening 
skills. The children worked independently or in small groups at activities of their 
own choosing where they were encouraged to talk, listen, describe, question, 
and co-operate. Our role was to respond to the children’s interests and ques-
tions — we rarely intruded into the play. The children were free to visit all areas 
in an unstructured manner. The books we read to them were generally stories 
for enjoyment; rarely were they non-fiction, poetry, or Big Books. Our selections 
were unconnected to the children’s play.

At this time, some of our colleagues used a different strategy. They would 
assign a teacher-directed task for all the children to complete during a “work” 
period. When the children had completed this “work,” they were free to play with 
toys in a self-directed manner. They thereby gained a “play” period.

Moving towards educational play

As we continued to reflect on our practice, we realized we needed to modify our 
programs so that they better reflected educational play. We needed to take a more 
active role in structuring the play. At this time, we adopted a centres approach to 
expand the children’s experiences in the classroom. For example, at the sandbox, 
we added a table or shelf that held additional props to extend the children’s play 
and discovery (e.g., measuring cups, moulds, and scales). We also made these 
additions to the Water centre and to the House centre. 

At this time in our practice, we would create Interest centres, usually one at a 
time. Each lasted for as long as it held student interest, which could be for a few 
days or weeks. We introduced a variety of materials related to a particular inter-
est the children had expressed. For example, if the children showed an interest 
in turtles, we would gather a turtle puzzle, a real turtle, and a few books about 
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Introduction: Beyond Worksheets to Learning Centres 7

turtles and then encourage children to paint, draw, or make their versions of tur-
tles at the Visual Arts centre. Other children could refer to the materials from the 
Interest centre table to make habitats in the Sand centre. Our goal at the Interest 
centre was to help children make connections between real objects (concrete), 
pictures and models (semi-abstract), and books (abstract). We did this because 
the children were at many different stages of development and this practice hon-
ored all their levels. 

As interest grew and more questions arose, the Interest centre sometimes 
transformed into something of broader context. For example, the turtle interest 
could expand into a focus on ponds. More sensory, concrete, semi-abstract, and 
abstract materials would then be added. As a result, many more children found 
an aspect of the topic to be excited about. With this experiential educational play 
approach, the children were now able to make more meaningful connections to 
their learning and relate it to their own experiences.

In responding to an interest that the children had expressed, we rejected a 
manner of teaching adopted by some of our colleagues: providing pre-cut materi-
als for prescribed and teacher-directed themes, for example, a paper plate, green 
paint, and googly eyes for a turtle. We preferred to introduce to the Visual Arts 
centre a wide range of materials that supported an interest, for example, cotton 
batten for snow and feathers for birds. We did this because we thought that the 
children, not the teacher, should do the thinking, planning, and problem solving. 
We recognized that by doing most of the work, the teacher would be setting up 
some children to fail, as not all were at the developmental level that allowed them 
to successfully reproduce a teacher’s model. 

We wrote for the children and we read for them. We read aloud stories about 
the interest, for example, dinosaurs. We then added these stories to the Reading 
centre. Children also wanted to tell their own stories. We acted as scribes, writing 
out the captions and stories they dictated to us.

At this time, we did not yet see the centres in the room as a rich source of lit-
eracy learning. Instead, we viewed the learning at the centres as an opportunity 
for the children to experience new ideas, expand their knowledge, make connec-
tions, and work co-operatively rather than in an isolated and parallel manner. We 
still concentrated on oral language and listening skills to the exclusion of reading 
and writing — there was little or no print in the environment. 

Finding support in the work of Donald Graves

The time came when we recognized that reading and writing instruction could 
no longer be reserved for Grade 1. We needed to recognize the varying compe-
tencies of four and five year-olds when they entered school. Some children came 
to school already reading, while others were still struggling to recognize their 
own names or letters of the alphabet. For those children who were capable of 
storytelling, we acted as a scribe, writing down dictated stories about their draw-
ings and paintings. We encouraged the children to read their own compositions. 
As the children became aware of print and showed an interest in reading relevant 
words such as mommy, daddy, dog, and cat, we wrote these words on individual 
cards, creating a personal word box. We asked them to use these words to fill in 
any blanks and complete their dictated stories — they enjoyed “reading” these 
stories. Becoming frustrated by the lack of easy-to-read, repetitive pattern books, 
we began to make our own class booklets and charts. 

The work of Donald Graves came to influence our thinking. Graves argued 
that children went through a series of developmental stages as they learned to 
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8 Journey to Literacy

write. He suggested that, given the opportunity to write, children would natu-
rally write. We agreed that many children had a wealth of understanding about 
environmental print long before they came to school. Many knew and read their 
street sign, a Stop sign, and the names of their mom, dad, and siblings.

Consequently, we introduced a Drawing/Writing centre and began to encour-
age the children to write for themselves. We provided alphabet cards for refer-
ence and individual direct instruction at the centre. We encouraged the children 
to write on topics of their choice and to add meaningful captions on their work. 
When conferencing with the children, we were astounded by how many of them 
could write and how much they could compose. Their writing flourished, and 
they willingly and enthusiastically read aloud their work. At that time, the liter-
acy learning in our classrooms began to include not only listening and speaking 
but reading and writing, too. 

The impact of Brian Cambourne’s work

Our Kindergarten programs grew and changed again when we were introduced 
to Brian Cambourne’s work in The Whole Story. 

Cambourne identified significant conditions that were present when children 
were successfully learning to talk. He taught us that learners require opportunity, 
demonstration, choice, instruction, practice, timely feedback, and a chance to 
make and learn from mistakes. We understood the importance of the learner 
taking responsibility for the learning, but more significantly, we learned the 
importance of the learner seeing the need for the learning. 

Engagement is the culmination of all Cambourne’s conditions of learning. 
Children become truly engaged in their learning when all the conditions are 
present. The following are Cambourne’s seven conditions:

1. Responsibility: Encourage children to take responsibility and ownership for 
their own learning by making choices and decisions about their work and 
learning.

2. Immersion: Immerse children in a print-rich environment full of meaning-
ful literacy materials and experiences.

3. Expectation: Expect that all children can and will succeed.
4. Demonstration: Provide demonstrations to help ensure that children have 

many opportunities to experience a variety of instructional techniques, such 
as modelling, observing, and direct instruction, as well as referring to books 
and other materials for information (e.g., a newspaper to find a movie).

5. Use and Practice: Provide regular opportunities for students to use their 
developing skills. Doing so makes improvement and consolidation possible. 

6. Approximation: Since children have different abilities and skills, all their 
efforts are respected and encouraged. Children are invited to take risks, to 
“have a go,” to move towards increasingly accurate conventions and skills. 
They are not all expected to do the same thing at the same time. Differences 
are expected and do not stand out for critical evaluation or comparison.

7. Feedback/Positive Response: Offer encouragement so that developing 
learners will continue to take risks and make further attempts with the learn-
ing. This encouragement might include oral comments, written messages, or 
constructive suggestions that will provide immediate incentive for children 
to keep striving.
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