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     The classroom of Director of Kindergarten Jennifer Vanada, 36, may appear as any other. 
     A play area in the front of the circular-like room contains large, wooden blocks. To its left, a blue line of tape marks the group circle in which Vanada's 12 students start their
10 1/2-hour day that's speckled with activities.
     But a closer look reveals why this kindergarten classroom is unique--the learning undertaken in it, according to student intern Miss Lisa, 22, (graduate-Art History), "unparalleled."
     On the other side of a cardboard "Gateway to Israel," which provides entrance to the play area from the right, hangs a handmade sign that reads: Shiva (Indian god of destruction and salvation) wants you to play with kindness. A chart of the Farsi alphabet is taped to the bathroom door, and a Hebrew one coexists with the English and calendar we use today. Books about such places like Russia and Spain lay on bookshelves, to the left of the group circle.
     Each item is used in a two to five week unit that ties a foreign area with subjects grounded in the liberal arts.
     Wendy Haslet, 39-year-old co-teacher, explains that the current unit of Israel might have children make a box they fill with money, as is an Israeli tradition. All learning then revolves around the box--from counting money in math to learning the Hebrew language in English. 

    Another tradition is hanging a good-luck symbol known as a Hamsa near the front door and any other openings of a Jewish house in order to ward off evil energies. This was used at Friday's small group circle, which lasted from 10:15-12:45, to talk about symmetry.
      "I've seen some weird-looking 4s," said kindergarten teacher Jennifer Vanada. "I've seen some people write their 4s like this," and she drew a fat four with a short tail.
     The class corrected her by having her make a skinnier four with a longer tail, but 5 1/2 year-old Ethan stood out with next lesson.  He rightly knows that a finger and eye shapes are on the other side of the line that cut the object in half.  

     "Ethan, now you've got two [favorable marks], and your on your way to becoming teacher's choice."
     Maybe the reddish-haired boy had an advantage because his mom is from Israel.
     Out of Vanada's 12 5 1/2 year-old kindergartners, Ethan is one of seven students that has foreign roots. Jessica comes from China.  Bijan has family from Iran. Hemi, a girl, is from Japan and Korea. Vitusia hails from Russia. Sunoo, another girl, is from Korea.  Lastly, Taran comes from India.
     "But if you ask them," says certified teacher Wendy Haslet, "they will tell you that they came from here [United States]." 
     The children play, fight, and complain just like normal kids. "They're very energetic," says 20-year-old Education major Shanya Cordis.
     "Usually," Miss Lisa says, "actvities last 30 minutes, where we ring a gong. But today, we're letting our kids get done and go outside; they've earned it."

     It's the first of the two "recess" breaks for Vanada's class, one from 2:15 p.m. to 4 p.m. and another from 4:30 p.m. to 6 p.m.--but first comes the sunscreen for everybody that Miss Lisa applies with a rubber glove.
     Everything is a learning experience.
     Hemi pulls up the multi-colored leg band of her orange shorts to reveal two red and green streaks, left by a pastel-coated ruler, that almost traverse the front of her right thigh.

     "What do I need this for?" she whines.

     "It's sunscreen." "It's so you don't get burnt by the sun." "Do you know what this is called, where I'm putting it now?" "That's your shin, sh--in, another 'sh' word…"
    Within about 5 minutes, Hemi is playing hide-and-go-seek with the boys and is getting spun around upside down by Shanya.

     Sunoo is over in a corner of the main lawn in tears. She says Vitusia wants to play the mother always when they play house, but Sunoo doesn't want to be the grandmother anymore. 

     Taking Miss Lisa's earlier advice to stop a child from crying, this reporter intervenes.

     Vanada, meanwhile, is burning a large Hamsa in a wooden plank via a modern solid-point pyrographic tool, similar to a soldering iron. Later she tries unsuccessfully to drill screws into a wooden table frame in preparation for next Friday's fourth-annual art auction, which is only open to parents because the artwork will be that of Vanada's classroom--located in back of the reception desk.
     "If we have a meeting at night, she's one of the few teachers--she's sitting on the floor gluing things and hooking things together and making things and creating, building stuff," says Bennett Family Center BFC) Director Dr. Wendy Whitesell. "She drives me crazy," she jokes.
     Though, "a lot of the work in here she does all on her own," Whitesell says.
     An example of that would be when she hung painted stars, made by various classes from last November or December, from the childcare center's rafters.
     But the BFC didn't always have its own space or name.
     That space was inherited from downtown St. Peters Church by Whitesell in 1992, until the daycare program was moved to Cedar Building and became the Cedar Child Care Center. Then, 1953 alumna Edna Bennett Pierce gave $1 million to the construction of a new childcare facility in 1999 that was to be known as the Bennett Family Center by its finished construction in February 2001.
     And, with attention now on expanding the Dickinson School of Law for a budget of $50 million--including $10 million from Penn State, $15 million from private philanthropy and $25 million in matching funds from Gov. Ed Rendell--the BFC can thrive, at least for another 5 years.
     This news is not new for the BFC, which anticipated their receipt of 54 (now 56) displaced children 6 weeks to 6 years old from the potential razing of the Child Development Laboratory in 2006 for a previous expansion--this time by the schools' operating arm of the College of Health and Human Development. The razing, of course, never occurred, and "probably only, like, 3" fidgety parents from the CDL migrated to the BFC, which has 136 children from birth to kindergarten. 
     "The worst fallout was that the lab school itself lost 9 of their 12 employees… because they had been there a long time [from the lab's inception in 1929]," Whitesell says, though she lost two or three staff for what she alleges were unrelated reasons.
     The BJC has since had another lucky break. 

     It's applying for a pre-kindergarten grant out of the $75 million that's in the Pennsylvania governor's 2007-08 Executive Budget.

     Whitesell has been the director since the BFC opened, but she hired Vanada in 1997.

     While at Cedar, Vanada began work as a floater (itinerant teacher). In this position, she spent a year to a year-and-a-half traveling to the homes of special needs children spread out among three different classrooms.  Vanada next moved to a 2 1/2 to 3-year-old classroom, where she taught as head instructor for some years, before she started the kindergarten at the BFC in 2002.
     Vanada has received at least two promotions in her 11-year-career with Penn State. In March 2001, she became a supervising teacher in the College of Health and Human Services. About two years later, in September, she assumed her current position of kindergarten director though another promotion.
      Whitesell says teacher evaluations are pretty objective, with such things like input from parents, BFC and NAEYC observations of classroom setup, and the latter organization's observation of children's progress all adding up. Could her graduation with a B. S. in special education from Lock Haven University, also Vanada's alma mater for elementary  education, also be a factor in Vanada getting promoted within two years of being hired?
     Nonetheless, her staff love her.
     Twenty-year-old Shanya Cordis, who made a Spanish word hunt for Friday's class, says: "The class is like a big family. Jenn watches out for the children and pulls them aside and tells them…if they do something wrong."

     Student Intern Miss Lisa, 22, (graduate-Art History) puts in 75 hours total--15 credits-- as part of her capstone internship of Art Education 495 but still enjoys the flexibility.

     "Usually teachers in this situation might be high-strung," Miss Lisa says, "but she's not like that at all.  She never gets worked up."

     Wanting to be a teacher herself but in a museum someday, Miss Lisa also expresses gratitude for Vanada's tutelage.

     "She's helped me with time management, lessons, and flexibility. I never knew I was as patient or as flexible as I was. You know, when you're 22, you're in the 'me' phase of your life, and this experience was (she leaves this Wednesday after being at the BFC since January) humbling and something I didn't expect."
     What she also didn't expect was to see Vanada work with art the way she does. 
     Whitesell agrees.

     "She's somebody who is able to take art and do things with young children that a lot of people don't feel comfortable doing or they're fearful of it," says Whitesell. "So she became somebody that helped us to move forward our interest in the arts and freedom of art--which is what kids need-- is the freedom to do art, and not be stuck into just a box….So she's sort of been a model of certainly being able to try stuff and do things and carry it further for kids, and has taught my teachers to do that, too."

     If one circles around to enter Vanada's classroom from the right side, one can see the batik fabric from Indonesia over the doorway. The kindergarteners make creations not just with play dough and markers, but with bright watercolors, sequence, and thread in the style of or akin to the painters they study with each cultural unit. 
     Some of these will be sold at the art auction, which has been ongoing for the last three years, this Friday.

     "Last year the children had more group projects, so there was a lot of artwork to sell. But, this year, the children want to work alone more on their art projects; the work is more individual."

     But if Vanada doesn't sell enough, the money of which she uses to buy art supplies for the fall (and from Highway Pizza for end-of-year parties), she can always sell jewelry or the children's dresses that she makes herself.
     The last day of classes for the whole center is June 1. Children have the option to leave at any time, but they may miss out on educational guidelines set forth by the  Department of Education, which has given them a compliance certificate-- along with NAEYC, Keystone Stars, and the Department of Welfare. Kids have the option of attending a summer kindergarten program with their parents, or seeing some 17 different countries--represented by BJC families--represented at this summer's International Picnic: India, two parts of China, Korea, Taiwan, Germany, Sri Lanka, a South American state, Russia, Iran, etc. 
     "I like the flexibility, the fact that I can make my own schedule without one having to be imposed," says Vanada. "This year the students showed an interest in their own diversity." 

