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Orange Park Methodist’s

Early Education more than a daycare

By Kyla Woodard
For Clay Today

ORANGE, PARK — Located on Reed
Street is a hidden gem dedicated to
changing the lives of young children.

Since 1982 Wonderworks, the early
education center of Orange Park Meth-
odist. Church, has dedicated time to
teaching kids from infancy. From 6:30
am. to 6§ p.m., the center makes ils
mission to allow local children to learn.

And with the start of the new school
yvear, Director Pat Noonan said the cen-
ter is ready Lo continue its calling.

“We've had so many kindergarten
teachers say that the kids from here ¢
just ready. They're ready Lo learn. They
lowve learning because we instill that in
them.” Noonan said.

Opening 30 years after the church’s
birth, the quaint center originally began
as a “Mother's Day Oul”™ program. even-
tually morphing into a full-blown child-
care facility.

The center has found great success
in the local area, focusing on providing
an early education and a social environ-
ment for children.

With about 75 children currently
enrolled, Noonan said her daily respon-
sibilities as the center’s director consist
of maintaining the flow of the school,
such as caring for maintenance and en-
suring the school is fully staffed.

“Even though we're a daycare, we
try to run it as a preschool,” Noonan
said.

Noonan said her journey at the
school first began back in 1987. Search-
ing for somewhere to place her child,
MNoonan said working at the center was
the last thing on her mind.

“I mentioned that I had worked with
yvoung children, [and] the director gave
me a job application,” Noonan said.

Aflter working with the school's
bookkeeping and resource offices. she
took her place as the woman in charge
back in 1991.

In her time at the center, Noonan
said she has witnessed the dire need for
childcare in the community, especially
during the pandemic. As many of the
parents were first responders, Noonan
said that the center kept its doors open
daily through the pandemic to give the
parents and children a place of solace.

“A lot of our parents are policemen,
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While it’s considered a daycare, officials with the Orange Park Methodist’s Early Education run
it like a preschool, where children are emersed in educational and social environments.

“When you've been working with them with something,
and they’re not quite getting it, and just the look on their
face when they're like, ‘1 get it now! It's rewarding to see that
happen?”

nurses, doctors. And they needed us.
needed a place to go.” Noonan said.

With its colorful and kid-friendly atmo-
sphere. the school continues to be a place
of comfort for many. Filled with rooms
aboul each child's educational and social
needs. the school prides itself in being the
‘first stop” to a child’s future success.

Following the Starfall curriculum,
Noonan said the school aims to creale a
computer-based, interactive learning en-
vironment for VPK students to participate
in. Noonan said the school tries its best Lo
allow children to have fun while providing
the necessary educational nourishment to
satisfly the curriculum requirements.

VPK Teacher Susan Nowlan said for
her class, she likes to take an interactive

They

—Susan Mowlan, WVPK Teacher

approach to teach her kids the alphabet.
numbers, basic math. and even their five
Senses.

“We do a book a week that goes along
with the letter of the week. And. then. we
try to pull in a science activity.” Nowlan
said.

Students are currently reading the
popular children’s book, “Chicka Chicka
Boom Boom.” Nowlan said for that lesson,
the kids will experience cracking a coconut
open and using their five senses to explore
il.

With servicing children all over the
county, Noonan said most students filter
oul into local schools such as R.M. Pater-
son, Orange Park and Grove Park
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clementary  schools. Nooman cven noled
that some come from Groen Cove Springs.

Fquipped with many weachers on-sile,
the laciliy operawes as a full-time, year-
round program. Only closing on six haoli-
days a year, Lhe Tacility undoubledly puls
childecare nocds belore anything else.

As a wacher lTor the 1-year-old group,
Sydnoy Miclds said her FTavorive part about
her job is walching the kids advanco
through Lthe program.

“Boeoing how Lhe Kids grow from when
they come inwo your class w when they go
oul. Secing how lar they ve come. that’s my
lavorite part,” Ficlds said.

Beginning the job in 2019, Ficlds has
been dubbed the ‘mother dock” of Lthe con-
Ler.

“She’ll walk on Jand] she’ll have six
kKids, and they all Tollow her She makes i
look casy.” Noonan said.

Mowlan said her favorite part of Lhe job
is Lhe satisfacltion of knowing she is doing
somclhing righl, and impacling a childs
life:.

“When you've been working wilh Lhem
with something, and they' re nol quite gel-
Limg il and jusl the ook on their Tace when
Lhey're like, 1 gebie now™. IUs rewarding Lo
s Lhal happen.” Nowlan said.

In addition v servicing the corrently
cnrolled children, Noonan said ils always
a pleasure w o see past students come back
and visil the cenler laler on.

“We have s=o many kids that they're
A students in school. They love o learm.
They'll come back. and they'll read w our
kids. And they love o show ofll” Moonan
said.

Wonderworks remains a place where
children can be themsclves and learn si-
multancously. And Noonan said the overall
success of the childeare conler can be al-
Lributed o just Lhal.

“The: one thing that a lov of people have
commenled is Lhe kids are happy. They're
nol crying. They're happy w be here,”
MNoonan said.



