
ACTIVITY-CENTERED LEARNING:
WHY AND HOW

Preschool children are creative, resourceful, and imaginative. They are
fascinated with objects in the world around them-they squeeze, roll,
scratch, pinch, taste, throw, pound, and chew to learn as much as they
can about their world. Through this experimentation they learn that
some things are soft and bounce, others are hard and break up. Some
things taste good, others taste terrible. Some things are bumpy and
scratchy, others are soft and smooth. Some things spread out and
others stay together. Life is a fascinating world of activity to a young
child-a place for doing and discovering and trying things out. Teo
often, however, when a child goes to school, things are different.
Instead of learning in this natural way-through play, experience, and
discovery-school turns out to be a place where one listens to the
teacher "talk" most of the time and waits half an hour before getting
his tum. A place where one watches the teacher demonstrate things on
the flannelboard or listens to the teacher talk about shapes or categories
or how cheese is made. School is usually where one is continually tested
with dittoed worksheets and where red marks are made beside things
one does not understa,nd, where one learns to play the game of figuring
out what the teacher wants for an answer, where there's a right way and
a wrong way and no place for one's own way. It is a place to "hurry
up" or the place for waiting when you're the first one through because
there's nothing for you to do but "sit still and be quiet" until everyone
"hurrying up" is finished. For most children school is a lot of stuff one 239



has to do for no other apparent reason than that the teacher says it
must be done. And for far too many children, school is a place where,
for the first time in their lives, they stop learning.

Many teachers are convinced that school does not have to be like
this for children. They are convinced it can be a place where every child
is actively involved in his learning, where he learns in a natural and
enjoyable way through his own experience. It can be a place where a
child works with concepts and ideas concretely by handling familiar
objects and manipulating them before dealing abstractly with the
concepts on paper. School can be a place where children are free to
make mistakes and to learn directly from these mistakes, where red
check marks and "wrong" answers have no place; where errors are used,
instead, as clues by the teacher to help him discover what each child,
individually, needs to learn. It can be a place where a child learns to
think for himself rather than play guessing games as to what the teacher
wants parrotted back. It can be a place where a child learns to trust his
own judgments and thoughts, where he is free to try things "his way"
as an expression of his creativity and individuality. School can be a
place where each child learns to work independently, where the child,
rather than the teacher, takes responsibility and initiative for learning.
School can be a place where a child is not told to speed up or slow
down but is allowed to take his time, to work at the rhythm and pace
best suited to his inner needs, where he is always allowed the pride
involved in finishing his work, where he is not made to wait half an
hour or half a day for a tum, but is instead actively and personally
involved during the whole learning period. It can be a place where every
child gains self-confidence and a feeling of worth, regardless of his
ability, background, or maturity level; where he is successful at every
step in the learning process. School can be a place where children move
around freely and still learn; where sitting still need not be what is
thought of as "good," and movement and noise as "bad." School can be
a place that recognizes the talent for learning the child brings with him
from home, and uses this talent to produce more learning for the child,
not less.

HOW TO BEGIN Theorizing is the first step in individualizing. Putting the theory into
the classroom so that it works is a series of difficult next steps.

Each teacher will begin a little differently: Some will begin
individualizing with one group of children and build slowly to include
the entire class. Others will use an activity center for children who have
finished their regular work, for children needing remedial work, or as
enrichment for a select few. Still other teachers will begin the program
with the entire class. Each teacher will make the appropriate workjobs
to fill his particular needs.

Some teachers will want to use solely the math activities; others will
use only the language activities. Still others will mix the materials, using
a few from math and a few from language during the same period.
Some teachers will use language activities during the first half of the
year and introduce mathematics activities during the last half of the

240 Workjobs year while continuing with the language during another period.
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Answerboards can
be placed together

£n a sturdy box w£th ~
cardboard d£v£ders.
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Aesthetics Remember, each workjob is, in reality, a concept or
skill in an appealing disguise. The child sees the material, not the
concept, when he looks on the workshelf and chooses a workjob. He
sees the pretty buttons, the real objects, the colored Easter eggs, or the
Cocoa Puffs cereal. He wants to use these materials, so he chooses the
activity. As a result of this choice, the child will experience the concept
within the material. From his interest, his choice, the child almost
incidentally learns. Keep this in mind when making workjobs and try
to make them as appealing and tempting as possible. The goal should be
to "hook" the child on the material so he can teach himself!

Classroom Organization

Teachers will find that an informal arrangement of furniture where
children may work in a variety of places is most suited to an
activity-centered learning program. Many teachers keep only half the
desks in their room and provide cubby holes or shoe boxes for each
child's storage of personal belongings. This provides much added floor
space and the floor is where many young children prefer to work if
allowed the choice. Be brave. Try an informal arrangement and see
what it does for the children, the program, and you!

Storage

A cupboard or bookcase can be used to house the activities. Shelves
should be low enough that children can dearly see all the materials
from which they are to choose. Some teachers may want to label boxes
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and shelf areas so that the return of materials becomes a learning
activity in itself. Other teachers will prefer to I allow the children to
figure out where there is room for their particular activity on the shelf.
Some teachers may not be able to obtain cupboard space because of
limited facilities or because they must share the room with another
teacher, and they may even have to box and unbox the activities daily
and spread them out on the counter tops.

Activity-Centered Learning 243



Without the proper
container the cars might

be dumped into the larger
box along with the garages.

The simple addition of a
box for the cars ensures the

activity will be put away
neatly. It is more natural

to put things carefully away
when there is a special

place for everything.
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Selecting an Activity

Each child should choose his own work. He goes to the workshelf and
selects an activity he would like to try. He takes the work to a table or
to the floor or wherever he wishes.
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Completing the Selected Activity

Each child needs to finish the work he has chosen. If the child needs
help or does not know the name of an object or picture, he may ask a
friend nearby to name the item. Children enjoy the idea of telling, not
showing. They put their hands behind their back and help their friend
"with words" rather than showing him what to do. For example, a
child working with a matching game asks his friend, "Where does this
go?" If the friend may not touch the workjob, he cannot take one of
the pieces and put it where it goes. He must tell the child something like,
"It's a bone." Through role-playing activities at some other time in the
day the children can practice how they can help someone who is stuck.
They will gradually understand the importance of not doing work for
another child, but instead, helping him by asking a question that will
get him to do it for himself. For example, the child above can be shown I
to ask his friend a question about the bone to lead him to find the
place. The child might ask, "Who would use a bone?" to get him to
place it by the dog.

Because the teacher is attempting to establish the fact that each per-
son needs to finish the task he has chosen, if a child does not finish,
either because he says it is too hard or because he forgets to have it
checked by' the teacher, he should get the task again and work on it
until it is finished. This is important because at this stage the child is
learning the skill of finishing his work. Finishing the task is how he
gains the concepts he needs. If he is going to learn, he must finish the
task.
Although most children view the workjobs as fun and find finishing a .

reward in itself, children who have been unsuccessful in the past will try
a task and give up at the first difficulty. By putting it away the child is
no longer frustrated. The teacher will be looking for these children
during the first few work periods and will want to spend time encour-
aging these hesitant children, helping them see that they can finish their
work and be successful.

Children who are easily distracted and whose attention span is short
may be helped by playing "Beat the Clock." The teacher sets a small
paper clock or an egg timer (the five-minute type obtained from drug
stores) beside the child and tells him to see if he can beat the clock. He I
tries to have his work finished by the time the sand runs out once or
twice, or by the time the classroom clock hands reach the time on the
paper clock.

Lavish compliments and encouragement for such a child results in
his finishing a task for which he may then be praised. This success and
achievement is real to him, and he feels high self-esteem for the credit
given to him for having done his work. Now he will try something else
for which he can gain more praise and even greater self-esteem.
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the first day of the program. This may seem unnecessary, but the child
who reworks his task a second time and finally remembers to have his
work checked has learned the routine and will rarely forget it.
Remember, the task is not redone for today but to establish a routine
for three months from today. After all, at this stage the child is not
learning to match pictures or whatever he is doing, he is learning to get
checked.

Putting Away the Activity

This routine is twofold: The child first puts the activity into its
containers (small box for individual cards, and so forth) and second
returns it to the workshelf, putting it neatly away so it is ready and
appealing for the next child's use. The teacher will be looking for
children who carry their activities carefully (to avoid spills) and put
things away neatly. He will praise the children and may even stop the
class and have everyone take notice. This boosts the ego of the child
who is being complimented and makes everyone want to put his work
away carefully so as to get praise. The teacher who is lavish in his
compliments during this stage rarely has to remind someone later in the
year to be sure to put the work away as neatly as he found it. It is very
helpful to have one child stand at the workshelf and praise those
who put things away correctly during the training period.

Selecting Another Activity

The child selects another activity from the workshelf after he returns
the activity he has just finished. Later in the year, children may want to
"line up" and wait for a particularly popular activity. If it is established
at the beginning that the child selects his activities from the workshelf
rather than sitting beside someone finishing an activity, the children
will already know the routine when this situation arises.

RECORD KEEPING Methods

248 Workjobs

As the child experiences success, the completion of each workjob
becomes self-rewarding. Beyond this satisfaction, the recording of this
completion can be very enjoyable to a child. The teacher who is using
the workjobs for his entire class or for one group and has individualized
much of the school day will want some system of ensuring that the
children are gaining the skills he has set up through the activities.

There are many ways of recording the completion of an activity and
teachers will evolve their own systems as they gain experience in using
the activities with their students. For teachers who wish a record-
keeping system with which to begin, two methods that have proved
successful are described here.

To keep track of the activities completed by each child, the teacher
may glue a library book pocket to each workjob box and place a card
with each child's dittoed name inside. When the child successfully
completes the activity, the teacher or the child makes a small star with



a colored pencil beside the child's name. If the teacher has assembled
activities that the child may do more than once, such as forming sets in
mathematics, this recording system permits great freedom of choice
among the activities. A child is working with sets regardless of
whether he is putting vitamins into the bottles or putting pins into
pincushions or counting objects into numbered boxes. Thus, a child
who successfully masters one set activity several times will learn the
concept of sets as well as another child who works with several set
activities only once. For this reason, the math workjobs seem to lend
themselves readily to the type of recording sheet described above.

The star-giving record has some drawbacks, however. The teacher
who makes a group of activities according to certain skills that he wants
to ensure the children gain will not want children to repeat the same
activity over and over again. Using a separate recording sheet for each
child, as shown, instead of a name card for stars, gives each child an
overview of the work he has accomplished. With this recording method,
each workjob is numbered, and corresponding numbers appear on the
recording sheet. When the child completes a workjob and has talked
with his teacher about the work, he finds the numeral on the recording
sheet that matches the one on the workjob. It is extremely important
that the child, rather than the teacher, points to the correct numeral.
Even the most inexperienced child can learn to use the recording card if
he is allowed to make mistakes and correct them himself. When the Activity-Centered Learning 249
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