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Background Information 

 I created a socio-dramatic play center at my student teaching placement at P.S. 

33 Chelsea Prep in New York City, NY. In addition to myself, the student teacher, the 

general education kindergarten classroom also consists of 18 students and one teacher. 

The students in my class are very diverse in every way. The class is composed of 

Hispanic, Asian, African American, White, and Native American students. There is a lot 

of religious diversity in the classroom as well. P.S. 33 is located near the Chelsea-Elliot 

housing projects and, consequently, some of the children’s families are struggling 

financially. However, some of the children’s are very wealthy.  

 According to P.S. 33 Chelsea Prep’s (n.d) mission statement, “Chelsea Prep is 

dedicated to achieving excellence in education for every student. Our mission is to 

deliver a rigorous standards-based curriculum which promotes analytical thinking, 

content knowledge and independence. Students are engaged in a balanced literacy 

program and use a problem solving approach in order to become lifelong problem 

solvers and readers.” The teachers and administrators do not value play. Achieving state 

standards and providing challenging curriculum are the main focus at P.S. 33. Even the 

kindergarten classes “use highly prescriptive curricula geared to new state standards 

and linked to standardize tests” that require teachers to “follow scripts from which they 

may not deviate” (Miller & Almon, 2009, p.  11).  

Designing the Center 

 The students were actively involved throughout the whole process of creating the 

socio-dramatic play center, including choosing a theme. For homework, the students 

were invited to imagine a new socio-dramatic play center and consider new potential 
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themes for it. I sent a letter home to the families encouraging them to participate as well 

(See Appendix A). The children shared their thoughts during our morning meeting the 

following week. We generated a long list of imaginative themes on chart paper. After 

taking a vote, we decide on space as our new theme and planned to rename the dramatic 

play area the “K-121 International Space Station.” One week later, we had a class 

discussion about the new socio-dramatic play center. We thought about the roles to act 

out, materials to incorporate, and how to arrange the center. On chart paper, I recorded 

the children’s ideas for materials including: stars with string, hanging planets, moon 

and sun, “moon mat,” black hole, and space books (See Appendix B). 

My cooperating teacher and I introduced the center through read alouds of 

nonfiction and fiction space-themed books. The books we read were all available in the 

center for the children to revisit and refer to during their play. Space was also 

incorporated in Writers Workshop when, following a read aloud and discussion on the 

solar system, the students drew pictures and wrote about a planet they want to visit and 

shared their work with the class. Some children wished to visit real planets, while 

others invented their own. Additionally, the students worked really hard on making 

decorations for the space center, both in school and at home with their families. They 

created space shuttles, astronauts, moons, shooting stars, real planets, invented planets, 

satellites, black holes, and stars of all sizes and colors. Many students brought in actual 

pictures of space, space stickers, and more space drawings from home to share with the 

class. Some families were very supportive and participated by assisting their child in 

researching space and gathering artifacts for our new socio-dramatic play center.  
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Prior to the grand opening of the K-121 International Space Station, we 

conducted research through the NASA Kid’s Club website (See Appendix C) . Using 

the SMART Board, the children learned about the astronauts currently on Expedition 46 

and past space missions (NASA Kids’ Club, n.d.b). Before opening their own space 

station, the children gained insight on daily life at the International Space Station. In 

preparation to become astronauts, they acquired an understanding of how real 

astronauts sleep, what they do in their free time, and the many tasks they must complete 

while in space (NASA Kids’ Club, n.d.a). Lastly, the students did a walk through of the 

center and we discussed the roles available and how to properly use the materials. 

 The space center was constructed in the designated dramatic play area in the 

back corner of the classroom. I purposefully arranged it in order to support the roles 

available in the center by dividing the space in half to accommodate a section for space 

and a section for a space station. The space is covered with black paper and adorned 

with the children’s work. In addition, I created a solar system display with cut outs of 

the sun, planets, and moon. The display shows the correct order of the planets, which 

are all labeled, for the children to use as a reference during their space exploration and 

investigations (See Appendix D). In the space center, stars hang from up above and a 

“moon mat” covers the floor below (See Appendix E). Space suits hang on hangers in 

the empty cubbies nearby.  

 The space station portion of the centered offers a mission control center (See 

Appendix F), a bookcase full of materials (See Appendix G), and a table that serves 

multiple functions (See Appendix H). In the mission control center, there is a mission 

control board (See Appendix I) with an actual keyboard for the children to type on. 
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There are labeled baskets with space gloves, space helmets, magnifying glasses, and 

space books. Small colorful blocks, astronaut logs, space charts, paper choice papers, 

dry erase markers, markers, and pencils were added after the grand opening. The table 

is a space for the children to use all the materials on the bookshelf. However, it is also a 

space shuttle for the children to ride in as they travel through space. 

 The children and materials need to remain within the area that my cooperating 

teacher designated for dramatic play. Therefore, clear boundaries are essential for 

containing the children’s play within the allocated space. Since the dramatic play area 

is located in the back corner of the classroom, boundaries on two sides of the square-

shaped space need to be defined. Furniture and the backside of shelves holding math 

manipulatives in the math center function as a border between the socio-dramatic play 

center and the math center. The fourth boundary is delineated by the edge of the rug in 

the center. My cooperating teacher established and strictly enforced these boundaries 

since the beginning of the school year and, consequently, they are not flexible. As 

Corsaro (2003), Perry (2001), and Ramsey and Reid (1998) insist, the clear boundaries 

help children focus on their play and support their protection of” (as cited in Van Hoorn 

et al., 2015, p. 85) their pretend play space. 

 The space center is open during center time, which is part of the daily afternoon 

schedule in class K-121. Students are awarded 30 to 40 minutes of free play in the 

afternoon if they demonstrated “good behavior” throughout the day. However, center 

time is frequently skipped or shortened because of “major obstacles to play in 

kindergarten” such as a “curriculum [that] does not incorporate it, that there is not 

enough time, and that administrators do not value it” (Miller & Almon, 2009, p.  25). 



SOCIO-DRAMATIC PLAY CENTER PROJECT 8 

As a result, my cooperating teacher only opened the K-121 International Space Station 

twice for about 20 minutes while I was in the classroom.  

Children’s Play 

 My cooperating teacher established clear rules for the dramatic play center in the 

classroom. For center time, she selects four children to play in dramatic play. Once 

students choose their center, they are required to remain in that center for the entirety of 

center time. The same procedure applies for my socio-dramatic play center. Children 

are not permitted to come and go as they please and my cooperating teacher determines 

which four students play in the center each time she opens it. This rule is not flexible 

and did not change. Therefore, I recorded the names of the children that played in the 

center to ensure that every child that wants to play in the space center has the 

opportunity to. I gave this list to my cooperating teacher because she is keeping the 

space center running in the classroom. 

 The four roles available for students in the center are astronaut, mission 

operations planner, researcher, and scientist. An understanding of what these roles 

entail was developed through the read alouds, Writers Workshops, and research done 

prior to opening the center. Instead of assigning roles for them, the children are free to 

act out and switch roles as they wish. There is not a limit on the number of students 

playing each role. Although there are only two astronaut suits available, anyone can be 

an astronaut, even without wearing an astronaut suit. If more than two friends want to 

dress up in the astronaut costumes, they are prompted to switch halfway through center 

time. The children are encouraged to take on the four established roles, however they 
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are allowed to invent and test out different roles as long as they fit in with the space 

theme. 

 The socio-dramatic play center is filled with an assortment of materials to 

support the children’s roles. I provided the children with open-ended materials “that 

allow them to play as they choose” with intent to “encourage pretend play” (Klein, 

Wirth, & Linas, 2003, p.  31). Astronaut suits, gloves, and helmets are available for 

astronauts that want to dress up. The multipurpose table functions as a space shuttle for 

astronauts to travel to, around, and back home from space on missions. Space is 

adorned with a combination of the children’s handmade space objects, real space 

pictures, and a realistic display of the solar system. Once arrive in space, astronauts 

explore the stars, planets, moons, suns, black holes, shooting stars, space shuttles, 

satellites, and more. They use the “moon mat” to stand on different planets and jump 

from planet to planet. Small blocks represent moon rocks for astronauts to collect, sort, 

and examine with magnifying glasses. The hanging starts above, the “moon mat” below, 

and the visual displays all around are great maps (See Appendix J) and provide 

astronauts with the perfect setting for space missions and exploration.  

 Mission operations planners use the mission control center to plan missions and 

launch space shuttles (See Appendix K). They utilize the space books and space charts 

when planning missions. The mission control board includes many important buttons, 

dials, and gauges that they use when launching space ships. Mission operations planners 

also utilize the paper, markers, and pencils to record important data and write about 

their missions. The scientists and researchers make use of the books for gathering 

information and investigating important space topics (See Appendix L). They take notes 
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and write about data on the paper using markers and pencils (See Appendix M). The 

laminated space charts are the scientists and researchers favorite. Magnifying glasses 

and moon rocks are available for scientists and researchers to examine. Sometimes, 

astronauts bring moon rocks back from their space missions and ask the scientists and 

researchers to inspect them. Astronauts, mission operations planners, scientists, and 

researchers all utilize the table for holding meetings where they discuss important space 

topics and top secret K-121 International Space Station information.  

 According to Miller and Almon (2009), “the latest research indicates that, on a 

typical day, children in all-day kindergartens spend four to six times as much time in 

literacy and math instruction and taking or preparing for tests (about two to three hours 

per day) as in free play or ‘choice time’ (30 minutes or less)” (p. 11). Therefore, my 

goal was to provide a play environment that promoted the practice and development of 

literacy and math skills outside of the formal instruction that students receive every 

day. I planned to create a stress free, enjoyable play space for the children to learn in. I 

incorporated language and literacy in the center in a variety of ways. I used signs and 

labels all throughout. I also provided laminated “space charts” (See Appendix N) as 

“written language props to support the play” (Davidson, 1996, p.  170) in the center. 

The simple charts contain large pictures of the sun, moon, planets, and a black hole 

with labels underneath. The children draw on the laminated papers with dry erase 

markers and then erase it. Depending on their role, “each child use[s] the paper in a 

different way” (Davidson, 1996, p.  174). The papers served as a guide for mission 

operations planners, a map for astronauts, and documents for analyzing and 

experimenting with for researchers and scientists. Additionally, I placed 15 to 20 space-
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themed books in the center, which “provide background information” (Davidson, 1996, 

p.  175) and serve as a reference for children as they try out different roles and 

responsibilities within the center.  

 Mathematics appeared in the center when Lucas invented a creative way to turn 

small colorful blocks into moon rocks. After testing it for about three minutes (See 

Appendix O), he shared the idea with the other children. He was “able to share or 

represent [his] imaginative ideas (Van Hoorn et al., 2015, p. 185) in a way that enticed 

the other children to play with him. Through engaging in symbolic play and using 

pivots, the children practiced representation, which “is a basic process underlying 

mathematical thinking” (Van Hoorn et al., 2015, p. 185). 

Orchestrating/Facilitating/Scaffolding 

 I agree with Jones and Reynolds (2015) that “planning for play doesn’t begin 

with a project, in which teachers set the direction and sometimes, in their enthusiasm, 

take over” (p. 94). Consequently, I planned the socio-dramatic play center based on my 

students’ interests and ideas. Including the children and listening to their thoughts 

enabled me to set the stage for play “so that the children will find interesting, 

stimulating, meaningful, and challenging things to do” (Neilson, 2006, p.  15) in the 

center. I incorporated the ideas they came up with such as, starts with string, hanging 

planets, moon and sun, “moon mat,” black hole, and space books. Also, the socio-

dramatic play center is decorated with the artwork they created of stars, moons, 

astronauts, space shuttles, planets, black holes, and mission control boards. 

 The dramatic play center encourages “children to corroborate, question, 

experiment, and stretch their understanding of the world and their places in it” (Van 
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Hoorn et al., 2015, p. 109). I observe the children as they explore and experiment and 

only interrupt or intervene to scaffold. I ask the children open-ended questions to assess 

their understandings and determine the instruction or guidance they need to get to the 

next level. Therefore, the children’s play is teacher-guided because it is only 

“influenced [by a teacher] it in an intentional manner” (Van Hoorn et al., 2015, p. 10). I 

act as the Peacemaker by “help[ing] children resolve conflicts that [sometimes] occur in 

their play” (Van Hoorn et al., 2015, p. 113). Although the children are, in general, kind 

and respectful to each other while playing in the space center, disagreements inevitably 

occur. As the Peacemaker, I guide children through discussing the problem and finding 

a solution on their own.  

My role as a teacher also includes acting as a Guardian of the Gate when a 

student experiences difficulty entering a play situation. For example, when Reem first 

arrived in the space center, she was quiet and stood on the side watching her peers play. 

Reem and I asked Madalyn, Christopher, and Aaliyah about what they were doing. We 

discovered that they were planning a space mission to Jupiter and Madalyn was the only 

astronaut. I suggested that Reem be her co-astronaut on the mission. Excited about the 

addition of a co-astronaut, the children seamlessly included her in their play without 

hesitation (See Appendix P). As Guardian of the Gate, I helped Reem “gain entry to 

[the] ongoing play without disrupting [the] already-established” (Van Hoorn et al., 

2015, p. 115) play by suggesting a new role. 

Reflection 

 My socio-dramatic play center went really well because the children 

demonstrated all of the characteristics of play. Intrinsic motivation was evident in the 
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students’ genuine excitement to play in the space center and pride in seeing their ideas, 

creations, and research incorporated throughout. Allowing the children to be active 

participants in creating the center made it relevant to them. It produced an attractive 

and interesting environment that they were actively engaged in throughout their 

exploration and play. Freedom from external rules enabled them to feel safe “to take a 

risk, to explore, [and] to enjoy” (Rogers & Sawyer, 1988, p. 10) the play space we 

created. They invented different scenarios and stories, developed new uses for materials 

through exploration, and tested out different roles and transitioned from one to the next 

as they pleased. As Fagan (1984) said, instead of “view[ing] play as a means to an end, 

[the] children ignore[d] the end in order to explore, enjoy, and toy with the means” (as 

cited in Rogers & Sawyers, 1988, p. 9). They were completely focused on their play in 

the current moment without any concern for where it would lead. Lastly, the children 

demonstrated nonliterality because they engaged in pretend play and acted out many 

different roles.  

 I feel that I was successful in reaching my personal goals as well as my goals for 

my students. I wanted to create a meaningful learning experience for the children that 

enhanced and expanded their literacy and mathematics skills. The children used a lot of 

new space vocabulary in their play and demonstrated an understanding of how a space 

stations works and what acting out each role involves. Additionally, as a teacher, I 

wanted to extend the center beyond the boundaries of the dramatic play area. My 

cooperating teacher and I both extended on the socio-dramatic play center by 

incorporating the space theme into the curriculum. I adapted an EngageNY mathematics 

lesson to include astronauts and space shuttles. We continued to do space-themed read 
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alouds and research the International Space Station, astronauts, and the solar system 

using the SMART Board. My cooperating teacher was so pleased with the center that 

she decided to keep it after my last day.  

 The biggest challenge I encountered was time. I was unprepared for the amount 

of time it took to set up the socio-dramatic play center. I thought I would need about 

one to two hours to set everything up. However, it took me much longer than I had 

anticipated. Overall, I spent about seven hours working to complete the center. I spent 

more time setting it up than the children spent playing it. Finding time for students to 

play in the center was another challenge I experienced. My cooperating teacher was 

always extremely busy and was unable to dedicate as much time to the center as she 

said she would. Additionally, during the two times she opened the space center for the 

children, she asked me to do other tasks for her. Therefore, I did not get to be as 

engaged in the children’s play as I had hoped to be.  

 Some materials were added to the center after the grand opening of the K-121 

International Space Station. Lucas introduced the bright colored blocks as moon rocks 

and the class loved his idea. The children continued to collect and sort the rocks and use 

the magnifying glasses to examine them closely (See Appendix Q). Also, after noticing 

the children’s interest in the laminated space charts, I added more laminated papers. 

 In the future, I would definitely be clearer about my expectations for the socio-

dramatic play center with my cooperating teacher. Although I explained the importance 

of the center and reminded her several times that I needed to be fully engaged in the 

children’s play, she still interrupted and asked me for favors. Reflecting back on the 

experience, I realize that I should have tried to solve the problem by reiterating my 
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expectations and reminding her of what my role was in the center. Also, I would be 

more persistent with the consent forms (See Appendix R) because I had it took a really 

long time for parents to sign and return them.  

From the planning stage to reflecting back on the entire process, creating a 

socio-dramatic play center in my kindergarten classroom was a valuable, meaningful, 

and influential learning experience. While I already was a strong supporter of play, 

creating the K-121 International Space Station equipped me with a deeper and more 

thorough understanding of the essential role of play in children’s lives. This first-hand 

experience and the invaluable knowledge it afforded me with encourage me to continue 

to support and promote play and justify and defend it to anyone who challenges it.  
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Appendix A 

Letter to Families 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SOCIO-DRAMATIC PLAY CENTER PROJECT 19 

Appendix B 

International Space Center Ideas 
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Appendix C 

NASA Kids’ Club Research 
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Appendix D 

Solar System Display 
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Appendix E 

“Moon Mat” 
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Appendix F 

Mission Control Center 
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Appendix G 

Bookcase 
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Appendix H 

Multi-Purpose Table 
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Appendix I 

Mission Control Board 
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Appendix J 

Using the Solar System Display as a Map 
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Appendix K 

Mission Planning and Space Shuttle Launching 
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Appendix L 

Gathering Information and Data 
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Appendix M 

Recording Important Information and Data 
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Appendix N 

Space Chart 
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Appendix O 

Lucas Testing Moon Rocks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SOCIO-DRAMATIC PLAY CENTER PROJECT 33 

Appendix P 

Co-Astronaut Reem Joining the Play 
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Appendix Q 

Space Rocks and Magnifying Glasses 
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Appendix R 

Sample Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


