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In station teaching, teachers break a lesson into three, four, or more activities and students travel to
different locations in the classroom to engage in these activities. In primary classrooms this format is
sometimes called centers. Like stations, a centers-based lesson involves the creation of several different
learning experiences that students explore independently or in small groups. Typically, students transition
from station to station or center to center after a set period of time. 

Rotations can be very short (e.g. 5-10 minutes) or a bit longer (e.g., 20 minutes or more). Longer sessions
are typically reserved for times when the lesson involves direct instruction from one or more teachers. 

Stations and centers provide a structured, engaging way for students to practice competencies, explore
learning materials, and interact with peers around different areas of the curriculum. They can be teacher-
led, facilitated by another adult (e.g., paraprofessional), or designed for independent learning. 

This lesson format can be used across age groups and content areas and so many different types of
learning experiences can be incorporated into this unique lesson format. Students might watch a video clip,
make a piece of art, play a game with a partner, read a passage, engage in a discussion with peers,
examine documents, try a new tech tool, or practice a skill. The list of possible activities is endless. 

A benefit of stations and centers lessons for differentiated classrooms is that they can be easily adapted to
support the needs of students who may need adaptations (e.g., students with disabilities, multilingual
learners). Changes can be made to lesson structure, personal assistance, materials, and more. 
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This article is part of a “20 Ways” series of articles that is intended to amplify the idea that many of the repeating

structures in classrooms (e.g., science lab, read aloud, centers) can be made more elastic with simple changes to

materials, norms, spaces, expectations, and objectives. I created several “20 Ways” lists to highlight the fact that

there are many ways to make common classroom structures more accessible for all. 

Twenty ideas that can help you support all students in centers/stations are offered here:

Pair them up. Provide partners for all or some students. Have these pairs travel from center to center or
station to station together and complete related tasks together. 

Vary group size. If some of your stations or centers will involve mini lessons with a teacher, it may be
beneficial to have some of your groups be a bit smaller---especially if one or more of those students in those
groups will need a bit more attention or support. 

Group with purpose. Consider what type of support your students will need during your lesson. You might
want to ensure that there is at least one strong facilitator in each group if students will be working without
adult support at a lot of your centers, and if you have a lot of students who are learning English in your class,
you might create a group of students who speak the same home language to enable translanguaging during
discussion and activities. 

Preview. Some learners will feel overwhelmed with the busy nature of this format. To prepare these
individuals for stations/centers, share a social story or use video modeling to teach about it beforehand.

Be clear. Ensure the directions are easy to read and understand at each lesson. If necessary, add picture
directions. If further support is needed, add audio or video directions. 

Practice. If some of your students feel overwhelmed in these lessons, practice the related rituals. Teach
elements like responding to the timer or music cue and rotating from station to station outside of the
demands of a lesson. 

Provide tools. Some students may need a checklist to navigate the room and the activities. Others may need
or want personal timers to be mindful of how they use their minutes at each station or center. Other tools
you may need for some or all students include translation apps, cue cards, and transition objects/fidgets. 
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Skip or repeat. Not every student needs to visit every station. For instance, in a second grade classroom,
students may rotate through five different literacy centers, but one learner with Down syndrome who needs
extra practice with phonics might skip a skill practice center and repeat the one that features direct
instruction with a teacher on this topic. 

Incorporate visuals. Some students may be able to navigate stations or centers more independently or
comfortably if visuals are introduced. These may include a rotation chart illustrating group members and
starting point, clear numbers on or near each station or center, and potentially even large arrow posters
indicating the direction groups should move or rotate after each segment of the lesson. 

Differentiate adult support. In this format, adults can teach or support at individual centers or stations (e.g.,
teach a mini lesson, run an activity), facilitate the lesson (e.g., provide support where it’s needed, help
students get started at each station), or float from space to space to support individual students or groups
that require more assistance. You might use this structure as a way to “shake up” typical roles. For instance,
a general educator might directly support a student with disabilities and a paraprofessional might facilitate
the lesson by ensuring students are on task and reminding them to transition at appropriate times. 

Invite tutors. This lesson format is ideal for cross-age tutors. Older students can work on tasks with younger
students in one of two ways; they can serve as facilitators of station or center activities, or they can travel
with their tutees and support them as they engage in tasks and mini lessons. 

Collaborate. Centers or stations provide many co-teaching opportunities. Would your occupation therapist
be interested in teaching students about new writing tools during literacy stations? Could your speech
therapist facilitate vocabulary games for all?

Invite guests. Occasionally, it might be helpful and interesting to invite another adult into your classroom to
run a station or center. Do you have a parent or caregiver who is a firefighter or city worker? If so, invite
them to facilitate a station during your community unit; let students interview them and hear their stories.
Adults in your building or district may also want to participate. Would your food service director want to
teach a mini lesson on food safety during a nutrition unit, for example?

Incorporate a break. If the lesson is particularly long (e.g., the majority of an extended block period) or if
there are several stations or centers with more traditional tasks (e.g., direct instruction, discussion), consider
adding a station that provides a break (e.g., chair yoga, drawing, community building questions). For ideas,
see my brain break site (classroombrainbreaks.com) or my virtual calm corner (virtualcalmcorner.com).

Give choices. Math students might choose to sort flash cards independently or with a partner at a review
station. 

Integrate IEP objectives. Look for opportunities to teach or support individual student goals. If a student has
a literacy goal on their IEP, teachers can give that learner the responsibility to read the directions for each
station to the group aloud. This can be a focus even during math centers or social studies stations. 

Offer a range of materials. If you are asking high school world language students to read a Spanish picture
book at a station, you might offer several selections (e.g., different topics, a variety of reading levels). If you
have first graders using manipulatives, you might offer both concrete and virtual options. 

Put them in charge. Invite one or more students to facilitate or run a station/center during a lesson. Have a
student who has an impressive rock collection? Let them show it off at a station during a geology unit. Have
a few students who love to be dramatic? Let them act out a scene from a class novel during literacy stations.

Provide alternative roles. If you have a student who struggles to engage in station/center tasks or activities,
it may be appropriate to temporarily give that individual a different role. They might act as a co-teacher and
visit many different stations during each rotation or serve as the facilitator and timekeeper of the lesson.

Ask students. Elicit ideas for making centers or stations more accessible, challenging, or engaging.
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