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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education
Best Practices Project

Best Practice in the Early Childhood Jewish Education

INTRODUCTION

Barry W. Holtz

What is the Best Practices Project?

In describing its "blueprint for the future," 4 Time to Act, the report of the Commis-
sion on Jewish Education in North America, called for the creation of "an inventory of best
educational practices in North America."!

The primary purpose of this inventory is to aid the Council for Initiatives in Jewish
Education (CIJE), in its work as a "catalyst for change" for North American Jewish educa-
tion.

One major thrust of this endeavor will be the CIJE’s Lead Communities initiative.
Three communities chosen in the fall of 1992-- Atlanta, Baltimore and Milwaukee-- will
become, in the words of 4 Time to Act, "local Jaboratories for Jewish education.” As the
communities devise their educational plans and put these plans into action, the Best Prac-
tices inventory will offer a guide to Jewish educational success that can be adapted for use
in particular Lead Communities.

In addition, the Best Practices Project can be seen as a research project which hopes
to make an important contribution to the knowledge base about North American Jewish
education by documenting outstanding educational work that is currently taking place.

What do we mean by "best practice"? One receat book about this concept in the
world of general education states that it is a phrase borrowed

from the professions of medicine and law, where "good practice™ or "best prac-
tice™ are everyday phrases used to describe solid, reputable, state-of-the-art

1 Commission on Jewish Education in North America, A Time to Act (University Press of America,
1991), p. 69.



work in a field. If a doctor, for example, does not follow contemporary
standards and a case turns out badly, peers may criticize his decisions and treat-
ments by saying something like, "that was simply not best practice."

... [T]f educators are people who take ideas seriously, who believe in inquiry,
and who subscribe to the possibility of human progress, thern our professional
language must fabel and respect practice which is at the leading edge of the
field.2

It is important, however, to be cautious about what we mean by the word "best” in
the phrase "best practice.” The contemporary literature in general education points out
that seeking perfection whep we examine educational endeavors will offer us little
assistance as we try to improve actual work in the field. In an enterprise as complex and
multifaceted as education, these writers argue, we should be looking to discover "good" not
ideal practice. As Joseph Reimer described this concept in his paper for Commission, out-
standing examples of educational practice certainly have their weaknesses and do not
succeed in all their goals, but they do have the strength to recognize those weaknesses and
the will to keep working at getting better. "Good" educational practice, then, is what we
seek to identify for Jewish education, models of excellence. Another way of saying it is that
we are looking to document the "success stories” of contemporary Jewish education.

In having such a best practices index the CIJE would be able to offer both
encouragement and programmatic assistance to those asking for advice, particularly the
three Lead Communities. The encouragement would come through the knowledge that
good practice does exist in many aspects of Jewish education. In addition by viewing the
Best Practice of "X" in one location, the Lead Community could receive actual program-
matic assistance by seeing a living example of the way that "X" might be implemented in its
local setting.

We should be clear, however, that the effective practical use of the Best Practices
Project is a complex matter. Knowing that a best practice exists in one place and even
seeing that program in action does not guarantee that the other communities will be able
to succeed in implementing it in their localities, no matter how good their intentions. What
makes a curriculum or early childhood program work in Denver or Cleveland is connected
to a whole collection of factors that may not be in place when we try to introduce those
ideas in Atlanta, Baltimore or Milwaukee. The issue of translation from the Best Practice
site to the Lead Community site is one which will require considerable imagination. 1 will
try to indicate some ways that such translations may occur at the end of this introductory
essay.

2 Steven Zemelman, Harvey Daniels, Arthur Hyde, Best Practice (Heinemann, 1993), pp. vii-viii.
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The Israel experience,

College campus programming,

Camping/youth programs,

Adult education.

Obviously there are other areas that could have been included and there were other
ways of organizing the project. We chose, for example to include Family Education within
the relevant areas above-- i.e. family education programs connected to synagogue schools,
day schools, JCCs. etc. We could have identified it as a separate area. We later chose to
add a ninth area called:

"community-wide mitiatives."

These were programs usually based in a BJE or Federation which aimed in a communal
way to have a large scale impact on Jewish education-- such as a plan to relate teacher’s
salaries to in-service education credits.

Best Practice in Early Childhood Jewish Education: The Process

The first area that the Best Practices Project chose to explore was the sup-
plementary school. The "Version 1" volume on that area was published by the CIJE in
February, 1993. While the research for that volume was in progress, we launched the sec-
ond area-- Early Childhood Jewish Education. The method that we followed in this area
was very similar to our work on the supplementary school: A group of experts was gathered
together to discuss the issue of best practice in Early Childhood Jewish Education. (The
list of names appears in Appendix II of this introduction.) Based on that meeting and
other consultations, we developed a Guide to Best Practice in Early Childhood Jewish
Education. The Guide represented the wisdom of experts concerning success in Early
Childhood Jewish Education. We did not expect to find schools that "scored high” in every
measure in the Guide, but the Guide was to be used as a kind of outline or checklist for
writing reports.

A team of report writers was assembled and the following assignment was given to
the team: Using the Guide to Best Practice in Early Childhood Jewish Education, locate
good settings or successful individual programs either within those settings (“stand alone”
programs such as a parent education program) or separate from them (such as the report
on the Professional Development Program of the Boston Hebrew College, included in this
volume). The researchers were asked to write short, descriptive reports for inclusion in this
volume.

We believed that working in this fashion we would be likely to get reliable results in
a reasonable amount of time. We also knew from the outset that the Best Practices Project
was created to fulfill a pressing need for assistance that both the field of Jewish education
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and leadership of North American Jewry agree must be met. We did not have the luxury
to create a research project that would have to wait many years before its results could be
made availabje.

The mode] that we have employed relies on the informed opinion of expert obser-
vers. The reports that our researchers wrote were based on a relatively short amount of
time spent in the particular schools or observing the individual programs-- although all of
the researchers had had some previous knowledge (sometimes quite extensive) about the
school or program being studied. To facilitate the process we tried to use researchers who
began the process with a "running start": They had some familiarity with the places they
were lookimg at to begin with and could use that prior knowledge to move the process
along quickly. We also asked one school director to write up her own personal view about
the program she runs, a setting generally agreed to be a successful example of Early Child-
hood Jewish Education.

Beyond "Version 1": Next Steps for Best Practice Research

It is important to remember that the CIJE has always viewed the Best Practices
Project as an enterprise with important long range implications. This present volume, like
the book on supplementary school education that preceded it, has been quite consciously
labeled "Version 1." We believe that these reports can offer serious assistance to the Lead
Communities and others seeking to improve the quality of Jewish education in North
America, but we also know that more work can and should be done. We view the reports
included in the present volume as the first "iteration," in the language of social science
researchers-- the first step in a process that needs to evolve over time.

How might that research develop? We can see two ways: first, the research can
broaden. We have only included a handful of examples in this report. The simple fact is
we have no idea how many successful Early Childhood Jewish Education are currently
operating in North America. We have certainly heard our share of bad news about Jewish
education over the past twenty-five years, but we have heard very little about the success
stories. It is the possible that the number on the continent is small, even if that is true,
however, this "first edition" of the Early Childhood Jewish Education volume has touched
only a few examples. One interesting result of the publication of the volume on sup-
plementary schools was that I began to hear from a number of people in the Jewish educa-
tion profession who had suggestions of examples to include in our next edition! The very
fact of the Best Practices Project bad Jed people to start thinking along these lines. I
suspect that this volume will also inspire people to suggest new examples for Version 2 in
the Early Childhood Jewish Education area.

--Introduction



A second way of expanding the research in Early Childhood Jewish Education area
would be increasing the "depth” of the reports. In reports this short it is impossible to get
more than a basic description of the program and feel for the flavor of the institution. What
needs to be added is the detail and elucidation that a longer report would allow. I have
elsewhere called this the difference between writing a "report” and writing a "portrait” or
study of an institution.3 As further iterations of the Early Childhood Jewish Education
volume develop, we would like to see more in-depth portraits of educators, schools and
programs. For example, one possibility that has been suggested is a set of "educational
biographies” or autobiographies of outstanding Jewish educators from the best practice
sites to try to learn how they came to be the educational leaders that they are.4 Another
possibility is in-depth interviews that would lead to careful, almost step-by step presenta-
tions describing the process of implementing innovation into these best practice locations.
Such a document could help other places learn how to implement change in their locality.

We hope to develop these and other ideas and plans as the Best Practices Project
evolves during its next stages. At the same time new "Version 1" volumes will be published
covering the other areas of contemporary Jewish education mentioned earlier in this intro-
duction.

The Reports on Early Childhood Jewish Education: An Overview

Early Childhood Jewish Education takes place in a number of different settings--
synagogues, day schools, Jewish community centers and Ys. Some places offer intensive,
day-long programs that meet five days a week. Other programs can be as short as a weekly
45 minute session for infants and their parents. In addition some central agencies (e.g.
Boards of Jewish Education) offer their own programs or direct assistance to local
programs.

Early Childhood Jewish Exducation is a complex area whose importance has
exploded in recent years. Partially thanks to the phenomenon of families with two parents
working, the need for programs for young children-- whether that be child care, day care or
educationally oriented settings-- has grown remarkably. Many parents have turned to
Jewish institutions such as community centers and synagogues to help answer their needs.
In some cases-- perhaps even many cases--these are parents who may not themselves be

3 The most well-known example of the "portrait” approach is Sara Lawrence Lightfoot’s book The
Good High School {Basic Books, 1983).

4 The "Archive of Educational Biography” at Michigan State University might offer 2 model for this
kind of work.
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very involved in Jewish life, but for a variety of reasons they turn to a Jewish institution for
assistance. (One area of research that would be worthwhile exploring is the motivation of
parents in choosing Jewish settings for early childhood education.)

One of the important dimensions of Early Childhood Jewish Education-- something
that our best practice reports confirm-- is that this area of Jewish education appears to be
one of those "windows of opportunity” for Jewish identification that a number of resear-
chers have spoken about in recent years.’ The impact of Early Childhood Jewish Education
on the family, not just on the child, is one of the key arguments for an emphasis on this
type of Jewish education. Studies seem to indicate that engagement with the right kind of
Early Childhood Jewish Education program can have a significant impact on the Jewish
identities of the adults in the family and on the Jewish behaviors in the home.¢ Hence the
reader will find a very strong emphasis on family involvement in the reports in this volume.

Of course, the primary importance of Early Childhood Jewish Education is its effect
on the child, and here we are dealing with two different, but related issues. First, a best
practice early childhood program must conform to the standards of excellence found in
the general field. These programs need to have the leve] of physical and psychological
safety, educational sophistication and qualified personnel that one would find in any pro-
gram offered in a public or private school or any non-sectarian setting. Early childhood
educators use the phrase "developmentally appropriate” education as a key aspect of an
outstanding program at this age level. One extremely encouraging finding about this area
of Jewish education is the sense that the good programs here stack up against virtually any-
thing that one can find in the general field-- something that we cannot say about every
other dimension of Jewish education across the board!

Second, a best practice early childhood program must contribute something sig-
nificant in its Jewish dimension. Such a contribution may be in its ability to adapt the best
of early childhood general education to a Jewish setting; it may be its use of Jewish sym-
bols, stories and activities, its skills in communiticating Jewish values and attitudes. It may
be the sense of Jewish community it creates and its infivence on the child’s interests. The
best practice programs included in this volume are all making important contributions in
these arenas.

5 See Perry London and Barry Chazan, "Psychology and Jewish Identity Education,” (American
Jewish Committee, 1990) p. 18.

6 See two publications: a) Ruth Ravid and Marvell Ginsburg, "The Effect of Jewish Early
Childhood Education on Jewish Home Practice,” Jewish Education, Vol. 53, #3, Fall, 1985. b) Ruth
Pinkenson Feldman, The Impact of Jewish Day Care Experiences on Parental Jewish Identity
(American Jewish Committee, 1988). Marvell Ginsburg and Ruth Pinkenson Feldman have both
contributed reports for our current best practices volume.
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environment can pave the way to greater Jewish involvement. Hence the best practice sites
show a third relationship to family: the opportunity to see the early childhood program as a
"feeder” to the larger institution in which the program is housed, particularly the

synagogue.
Lead Communities and the Implementation of Best Practices

In what way can the Best Practices Project directly assist the Lead Communities?
We see three immediate uses of the project: knowledge, study, adaptation. First, the Best
Practices Project offers "existence proofs" for the successful Early Childhood Jewish Educa-
tion program, knowledge that such places actually exist.

Beyond merely kmowing that such programs exist, we can use the best practice
reports as models that can be studied. These programs "work" and they work in a variety of
ways. Professor Seymour Fox has often spoken about the Best Practices Project as creating
the "curriculum” for change in the Lead Communities. This should include: Exploration of
the particular schools and programs through study of the reports, meetings with the resear-
chers who wrote them up and the educators who run those schools along with visits to the
best practice sites.

Finally, it is crucial to think hard about adapting the best practice sites to the
specific characteristics of the Lead Commuprities. It is unlikely that a program that exists in
one place can simply be "injected" into 2 Lead Commurity. What must happen is a process
of analysis, adaptation, revision, and evaluation. What the Best Practices Project does is
give us the framework to begin the discussion, explore new possibilities and strive for
excellence.

From Best Practice to New Practice

Best practice is only one element in the improvement of Jewish education. Even
those programs which "work" can be improved. Other ideas as yet untried need to imple-
mented and experimented with as well. The Lead Community idea allows us a chance to
go beyond best practices in order to develop new ideas in Jewish education. At times we
have referred to this as the "departinent of dreams." We believe that two different but
related matters are involved here: first, all the new ideas in Jewish education that the
energy of the CIJE and the Lead Community Project might be able to generate and
second, the interesting ideas in Jewish education that people have talked about, perhaps

~~Introduction
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even written about, but never have had the chance to try out. It is likely that developing
these new ideas will come under the rubric of the Best Practices Project and it is our belief
that the excitement inherent in the Lead Compiunity Project will give us the opportunity to
move forward with imagining innovative new plans and projects for Jewish educational
change.

Please note: In the volume on Supplementary Schools all the names of institutions were
changed and replaced with pseudonyms. After publication many people suggested that I
eliminate that approach and give the actual names of places and programs. What the
reader finds in this volume are the actual names. I have also eliminated the one page "sum-
maries” from the format of this volume, since it felt repetitive to have such summaries
preceding short reports like these. I have retained the "cover sheet” as an easy reference
point for readers.

Special thanks: To Dr. Shulamith Elster who worked as a close partner on this project and
whose insight and organizational skills were indispensable to its implementation. And to
Dr. Miriam Feinberg-- from the Board of Jewish Education of Greater Washington--
whose knowledge of the field of Early Childhood Jewish Education helped us develop the
working group of experts that put this project together.

Still to Come. ...

Unfortunately, three reports that were scheduied for "Version One" were not able to be
completed in time for the publication date of this volume. These reports would have given
even more diversity-- both denominational and geographic-- than is found in the present
collection: Two reports were from Orthodox schools and one from a unaffiliated program;
one report was from the southeast, one from the southwest and one from Canada. We
expect these reports to appear in the next edition.
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Describe any interesting approaches to specific Jewish content areas such as:
teaching Bible
Hebrew
Israel
Jewish living and practice
Tzedakah
etc.

Describe any interesting approaches to the integration of Jewish and general
educational content

--Introduction
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education
Best Practices Project

Stephen S. Wise Temple Nursery School
Esther Elfenbaum
Introduction

Situated amidst the beauty of the Santa Monica mountzins, Stephen S. Wise Temple Nur-
sery School is a dynamic institution composed of 60 teachers and 400 children and their
parents. The site, located mid-point between valley and city of sprawling Los Angeles
evokes a sense of the spiritual along with being a center for learning and community. The
Pre-K site, in particular, nestled among lush green hills gives one a feeling of the tran-
quility, and peace that is difficult to find in the traffic ard noise of the metropolis that is
Los Angeles. This site, which opened in 1991, was specifically designed for Pre-K by its
multi-talented director Dafna Presnell.

When one enters the gates to the school one cannot help but be impressed with the
landscape of children’s smiling faces in the garden and on the shiny play equipment. One
sees the enthusiasm of the carefully selected teachers, and the interest of the parents who
are opening the gates while bringing their children to school.

Upon entering the classroom one sees that the environment has captured the imagination
of teacher and child alike. Rooms have been transformed into Succahs, corners for Judaic
exploration, as we see a handmade tallit, beautiful candlesticks and hallot against a back-
drop of children’s murals and mobiles. Planning boards adorn the walls so that children can
choose from the learning environment carefully prepared by the teachers. Lofts in each
Pre-K classroom provide both an escape and a place to dramatize the themes and topics
introduced to the children. Today the loft is being used 2s a make believe succah as
children bang chains and eat their lunches inside.

‘The unique curriculum, developed by Dafna Presnell and a committee of teachers reflects
the school philosophy, and is based on the High Scope model of a "prepared environment,"
choices by the children and support and extension of learning through teacher interaction.

As election fever grips the country-- this report was written in the fall of 1992-- so too, the
Pre-K classes at S. S. Wise are introduced to politics. Each classroom votes and
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One of the very finest components exhibited in the classroom is the teacher-child interac-
tion. Teachers are constantly facilitating language, problem solving and extending
children’s learning. One will always see the teachers (who team teach) at the children’s
level, actively involved with the children. This is vital to carrying out the objectives of a
program which is on the opposite pole of laissez-faire, yet allows for creativity,
independence and freedom. The teachers in this school are skilled enough to know where
to find the fine line between "support and interference.”

Hebrew has been integrated into the curriculum through the use of centers and the "Aleh"
program, a commercially available set of materials. Children are encouraged to help the
less fortunate through the SOV A food pantry. Always, there is discussion of Jewish values
and modelling of those values by the staff. Israel is brought into the curriculum through
holidays such as Yom Atzmaut, Tu Bi-Shvat, and the stories and experiences of a number
of the staff who are Israeli. Parents are encouraged to come to class and share souvenirs
and artifacts. Appropriate Bible stories are told, read and dramatized throughout the year
in the Pre-K classes.

Throughout the program a "whole language" approach is implemented. Children are fre-
guent users of a well-stocked children’s library. Children’s language is recorded throughout
the day as children share their thoughts with the teachers. Language is seen everywhere on
bulletin boards, child-made story books and children’s artwork.

The S.S. Wise Nursery and Pre-K program seek to find the best in educational methodol-
ogy in order to offer the best for each child. All of the curricula and methodology is con-
stantly being examined, scrutinized and evaluated in order to assure that the staff and
school are meeting the needs of individual children and their families.

The Rabbis, the S. S. Wise School’s Education director and the Nursery School director
meet to coordinate all of the programs so that the schocl philosophy and policies are
uniform for all the students.

The level of dedication and commitment by the Board, Rabbis, staff and parents has
greatly contributed to the exemplary achievement of S. S. Wise Nursery and Pre-K Schools.
This school serves as 2 model for the Los Angeles community and for other communities
throughout the country.

Stephen S. Wise Temple--



~=31
APPENDIX

Excerpts of the Materials from Stephen S. Wise Temple Nursery School

--Stephen S. Wise Temple












--35

PROVIDING CHOICES: Independent learners require the ability to select among options.
Therefore, the teacher must make a variety of choices available to enable the children to practice
appropriate decision making,

Considerations regarding the type and number of alternatives open 1o a child are dependent upon
such variables as the child’s developmental level, the individual’s temperament, the population of the
group involved, and the actual activity.

PARTICIPATING: Just as the child learns through active involvement with people and materials, so
must the teacher be viewed as ap active participant in the educational process. However, a balance
must be reached whereby the teacher also creates an environment that allows the children freedom
1o interact with their peers and to manipulate and explore on their own without adult input.

OBSER VING: For teachers to understand their students better, they must be aware of what to Jook
for when watching children, Children’s actions and words represent their thoughts, feelings, and per-
ceptions of the world. Therefore, competent observation becomes a crucial component in working in
the Nursery School/Pre-K.

SETTING LIMITS: Materials, equipment and social environments require that rules be defined and
iimits be maintained. Basic health and safety needs cannot be met without this requisite. The teacher
will also have the role of mediator in various conflict situations.

ACCEPTING: The teacher must accept every child 25 an individual, listening to them and attempt-
ing to understand them. He/She must practice being flexible in and adaptable 1o a variety of situa-
tions. Spontaneity in terms of both the teacher...capitalizing on the "teachable moment"...and in
terms of the child’s natural make-up is an essential ingredient in fostering child growth and develop-
meaL.

1n addition to working with the children during the day, the teacher’s involvement in the Nursery School and
Pre-K programs also inciudes daily planning and program preparation, staff interaction (sharing of ideas,
team work, role model for assistants), parent communication, encouragement of parent participation, and
professional growth (through workshops, seminars, conferences, inservice meetings, eic.).

Balancing the manifold responsibilities plus understanding various teaching strategies will ultimately enhance
the total development of the child.

--Stephen S. Wise Temple
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The directors have all had at least a Masters degree or B.A. plus graduate education plus
the varied experiences of each has brought a unique orientation to the program. A testa-
ment to the program’s integrity is that over the course of three directors, the program has
maintained its excellent reputation and continuity of goals in its commitment to the Judaic
content of the program, its orientation as a family center and its commitment to a relaxed
program of play oriented, individualized excellence in education.

Supervision is handled by the director and is mandated by the state’s criteria for certifica-
tion. Written records are kept in each staff person’s file and are completed at least once
per year. Continuous discussions of children, program and staff morale contribute to the
ongoing supervision process. As in any team it is clear when something is not working, and
in order for a program like this to run smoothly, everyone must do her share-- plus!

IV. Educational Program

The educational philosophy of this program is described as "eclectic." However, the words
most frequently used in explaining the program to prospective parents are: "play oriented,”
"developmentally appropriate,” somewhat like the "Bank Street approach,” and "very
experiential." All of this translates into a very relaxed atmosphere where there is autonomy
within each classroom, allowing for the individual style and personality of the teacher to be
projected, yet, throughout the school tbere is a clear child oriented approach which results
in all of these classrooms being much more like each other, than they are like other
schools.

There is a preponderance of children’s work displayed throughout the school. Bulletin
boards evidence lots of individualized art projects, walls display charts telling stories based
on the children’s own experiences. Recipe charts show ingredients and directions thatas a
rule are meant for very young children to "read.” Going in and out of the classrooms, an
observer sees children engaged in dramatic play, working on cooking and building projects,
working in small groups or individually, or with a teacher. You get the feeling that a great
deal is going on simultaneously, but the sounds are "busy" sounds and not noise or chaos.

[f you look closely in any of the rooms, including those for the toddlers, it is clear from the
room itself that there is some "theme" that is being worked on, looked at, or talked about.
Much of the work looks like a project that is being worked on over several days or weeks,
In the older classes, murals and graphs chart the children’s learning experiences.

—~Germaniown Jewish Centre
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women for the residents there, all classes placing money in a tzedakah box prior to lighting
Shabbat candles, and the gifts from all of the children to New Americans of toys for
Hanukkah and Pesah food.

The curriculum combines a great awareness of current events with a Judaic response.
During the Gulf war in 1991, the first and second grade children recited psalms daily.

Secular Studies

Language

The school has adopted the Whole Language approach in all Language Arts activities,
including reading readiness, reading and writing.

The children on all grade levels write journals, which they may illustrate if they wish. They
use inventive spelling until they show readiness to progress to standard spelling (for some
children this is mid-grade two, and for others the end of grade one). The Kindergarten
children write journals on unlined paper. In addition, the children on all Jevels create class
books on a variety of subjects such as seasons and holidays, both in English and in Hebrew.
If they wish, the children may dictate their thoughts to a teacher who will write for them.
The books, which are later illustrated and laminated, become available for the children to
use in the classroom.

The Writers’ Workshop curriculum is used in grades one and two. Next year, when the
school extends to grade three, this program will be extended as well. The third graders will
write poetry and be taught to keep an editing notebook.

The children are taught to read and write in English beginning in grade one. Starting in
grade one they are grouped for reading activities.

--Jewish Primary Day School
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C. To provide a variety of creative and enriching experiences that contribute to the
development of the child.

D. To provide a warm atmosphere of positive Jewish experiences.

E. To provide opportunities for meaningfu) growth activities that will build
important foundations for future learning

F. To provide opportunities for parent invoivement within the school.

School Policies

Gan Hayeled policies are defined and approved by the Adas Israel Congregation Educa-
tion Committee. As a standing committee of the congregation, the Education Committee is
committed to providing Jewish education of the highest quality to the students. It sets
policies and standards for, and oversees, the synagogue schools. It works closely with the
Director of Education, who is responsible for implementing its policies. It acts as liaison
between the schools and the Board of Managers, and it advocates the cause of Jewish
education to the membership of the congregation. The Education Committee meets
regularly and is composed of parents, synagogue members, and representatives of auxiliary
groups, the administration and the faculty.

The Program

While there are many facets of the school program, only the most striking and
pedagogically instructive will be described below. They are as follows:

A. Developmentally Appropriate Activities for 2-5-year-olds

The children are placed in classes which meet two to five half or full-days weekly,
depending upon their developmentat levels cognitively, intellectually, physically, and
emotionally.

B. Parent/Toddler Program

This program is uniquely designed for children, aged 18 to 24 months, and their parents.
The class meets once a week, and each session includes various joint parent and child
activities and informal parenting discussions on issues relating to child-rearing.

--Gan Hayeled







































-71

Mrs. Darr has seen other changes as well. As more women have returned to the workplace,
there has been some fluctuation of parents’ ability to participate fully in the co-op aspect of
the school, in which parents are expected to assist in the classroom once a week for eight
out of twelve weeks. At times, over the years, as many as 23% of parents could not co-op
actively. At present, about 3% choose to not co-op. In such cases, classroom aiding
responsibilities are taken up by paid assistants whose salaries are covered by increased tui-
tions paid by non-co-oping parents.

The cooperative structure of the school is appealing for parents who want a more active
role in their children’s early education. And, of course, these families benefit from lower
tuitions in a co-op school.

System and Size

Beth El’s philosophy is clearly stated in several documents, some of which are sent to
parents who bave requested information about the school. A Parents Manual, given to all
parents at the Fall Orientation meeting, describes the philosophy as well, and it is further
stated in the By-laws of the Nursery School.

These documents also describe the structure of the school, explaining parent options for
participation. These include full co-op, limited co-op and non-co-op options. Other parent
responsibilities are described, such as those of serving on the parent board or on com-
mittees, unpacking, housekeeping, maintenance, fundraising, etc.

Parent orientation materials are given out to parents at Spring and early Fall meetings. The
June packet contains standard information forms, a request for co-op scheduling, medical
information, etc. The September packet includes co-op schedules, rosters and other
important information necessary for the smooth running of the school.

At the June meeting a discussion of the philosophy, goals and routines belps to orient
parents to the school. Parents have an opportunity to raise questions and discuss the pros
and cons of co-op choices. The Parents Manual and By-Laws are discussed at this time.
(The By-Laws are reprinted in the Appendix to this report.)

The September orientation meeting is used once again to go over important routines and
to further discuss the role parents play in the classroom. Parents Jearn about equipment
and supplies, hints for working with children, etc. About an hour or so is spent in the gen-
eral meeting before parents go into their child’s classroom for individual classroom meet-
ings with the teachers.

--Beth El Nursery School
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The school offers its teachers personal leave based on the number of days they work. The
school does not offer health benefits because of the part-time nature of the positions.

Mis. Darr is perceived by everyone with whom she has contact within the school, congrega-
tion and community as a strong, positive role model for children and adults. Her jove of
children and knowledgeable approach to their care and Jewish early childhood education
demonstrate her many strengths to all who know her.

Specific Educational Programs in Place

Beth El Nursery School’s program could be described as a cooperative/family oriented pro-
gram with abundant learning opportunities for the whole family. For example, the Family
Shabbat Dinner was the culminating experience for a month-long unit op Shabbat. Parents
who worked in the classroom learned along with their children about the traditions and
observances of Shabbat. Parents shopped for foods, that children then helped to prepare.
Parents set the tables; children made floral arrangements and kipot. The Rabbi and Cantor
led the berakhot at the dinner, which followed a short Kabbalat Shabbat service. The
Director and teachers led candle blessings. Each family was able to take home a song sheet
with all of the school Shabbat songs. Following dinner, a festive session of Israeli dancing
ended 2 memorable evening. For 325 people, Shabbat had come to be real, special and
welcome!

Another special event, previously noted, is the Sukkah luncheon, held in the school’s own
Sukkah, purchased by the Nitzanim, the Young Families Group of the Congregation. This
first gathering of families sets a warm tone for the whole year, and children learn to look
forward to each holiday celebration in turn.

Beth El Nursery School is a wonderful place for children and adults. Enriched as it is by

the leadership of Ellen Darr, it continues to make a significant contribution to Jewish early
childhood education.

--Beth El Nursery School
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Section 5. The staff is expected to live up to all conditions of said contracts.
ARTICLE X11 - COMMITTEES

The Parent Board may form such Committees as needed and may establish their tasks and authority.

Written notice of proposed amendments shall be provided one week prior to balloting, By-Law amendments
shall require a two thirds vote of the voting members.

--Beth El Nursery School
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In addition, the nursery school is a filter to the families; that is, it is largely fulfilling its goal
of reaching out to families. The nursery school participates in outreach programs of THE
ASSOCIATED: Jewish Community Federation of Baltimore.

Goals and Community

The Chizuk Amuno Early Childhood Education Center has a parent handbook in which
the philosophy and the goals are clearly articulated. At the first interview, prospective
parents are informed by the director that the school wishes to reach out to the parent com-
munity, to raise the Jewish consciousness of the parent. These goals are continuously
articulated throughout the year in every manner of communication between the school and
the home, parent newsletters written by both teacher and director, fiyers announcing

programs, etc.

This school enjoys a good reputation in the community. Although it is administratively
separate from the Solomon Schechter Day School, which is also housed in this building,
some parents look upon Chizuk Amuno’s preschool as a feeder to the Day School.

Active recruitmment is usually not necessary; preregistration is opened first for current stu-
dents, and after a certain period of time, registration is open to the general community.

Parental involvement and Communication with the Home

Parents are actively involved in the school’s activities:

*by being Shabbat guests on Friday

*by being invited to,share in preparations for and celebrations of holidays (grand-
parents, t00)

*Torah for Tots is held every Shabbat

*Parent-Teacher Association sponsors a Shabbat Express (parents can order hallah
and candles)

*Lamishpaha Program: Families make a commitment (fee charged) to participate,
both at home and at schoo], in a Jewish family experience. In this program,
families meet at the school on a Sunday afternoon at which time there are
activities which are family-oriented. Families are encouraged and receive
guidance in engaging in the Jewish experience at home.

*Hebrew literacy course for parents.

*Havdalah service is held in which all the families are involved; after the service and
the program, Havdalah candles and a tape of the Havdalah service are sold.

--Chizuk Amuno
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The school does very little now by way of intensive recruitment. Word of mouth by parents
and grandparents does it. The school achieved this by carefully defining its philosophy and
selecting staff who were very comfortable with this philosophy and who had the ability to
work with parents as well as children. Staff also had to be clearly positive about their own
Jewish identity as well as having specific understanding about the particular age group they
were teaching. This, plus a carefully crafted physical environment which conveyed the
school’s goals, was the best publicity. The word out in the community is that this is a
wonderful school which exudes "Yiddishkeit" of the best kind in a sound early childhood
seting.

This is a Reform temple in a city area of rising, affluent young, professional families. There
are several other Reform congregations, a larger conservative one (with a day school) and
several Orthodox and Traditional congregation in the area as well. Many families from the
latter choose Gan Shalom.

As one young mother put it, “[ love the wonderful Jewish experiences my child is getting
and they make me feel like a good mother as well!"

Yet, one would not label] this an obvious, densely Jewish populated area. There are many
semor citizens, single parent families, mobile families who move to the suburbs when the
oldest child is ready for kindergarten. But these families and children have been deeply
affected. These children have spent their entire lives in this excellent, Jewish school.

The parents have been involved in Jewish experiences weekly for the first 2 1/2 to 3 years of
their child’s life. The weekly sessions are augmented by tailored family Shabbat dinners,
holiday parties, expert speakers on child rearing as well as articles, bibliographies, and
parent-teacher conferences.

The impact of the program is seen by the fact that those parents who do move select a

Jewish nursery school in their new areas. Indeed for some, having access to a Jewish nurs-
ery school is one of their criteria for choosing the place to which they are moving.

--GGan Shalom
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One mother sorrowfully told us at a rap sessjon that her husband felt that Orthodox
Judaism was rammed down his throat by his overbearing, authoritarian father. He refuses
to join a synagogue now, or attend services, even on the High Holidays. His sister married
a Syrian Catholic. Her children celebrate Christmas and Easter.

"However," she added, "When our son comes home from nursery school and chants the
Kiddush or says *Shabbat shalom, abba, I can see my husband begin to melt 2 little. He
even admitted that he sort of enjoyed the family Havdalah service and supper.”

In order to help the parents with their feelings and concerns around family living and
specific child rearing concerns, we also arrange for informal rap sessions for mom, a parent
discussion group series, send home articles on specific issues parents suggest such as dis-
cipline, bedtime problems, TV, toilet training, etc.

The BJE Department of Early Childhood Jewish Education and the Virginia Frank Child
Development Center (CDC) of Jewish Family and Community Services worked out an
agreement to try to develop a joint prevention program. The Frank Center is a therapeutic
center offering a variety of programs for children under age six with certain types of emo-
tional difficulties. Their parents must agree to be in treatment also.

Parent/child groups were offered at two BJE model early childhood centers for mothers
and children below age four with stress in the relationship. They were staffed by one of our
teachers and-one of their case workers. The goal was to help mothers focus on develop-
mental issues so as to learn to better understand apd handle their children’s behavior as it
related to them. Serious problems were later referred to appropriate agencies for treat-
ment.

BIE/CDC joint planning inciuded a variety of approaches. There was a discussion series at
one center for nursery parents which included one or two sessions around Jewish child
rearing concerms.

At another center, CDC case worker was on site once a week in a parent/toddler class as a
resource to parents and teacher. She modeled intervention for both and met with the
teacher, school director and BJE consultant to evaluate the process.

Thus by combining Jewish knowledge, nurture and insight into bettering human

relationships we hope to raise a generation of Jewish parents on whom we can truly rely to
teach Torah diligently unto their children.”

--Chicago Early Childhood Center
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ADDENDUM

HOW TO REPLICATE THE EARLY CHILDHOOD INSTITUTE (ECI)
IN TEN STEPS

Develop grass roots support from Earty Childhood Directors in your community (after

you have established the need).

2. Secure funding for Institute Director/faculty (if necessary).

3.

9.

Hire faculty with:

* Early Childhood credentials

* Transdenominational Judaic orientation and credibility
* Consultant/facilitative skills and personal characteristics

. Set suitable day, time and place most likely to attract students.

. Publicize.

- Recruit-- application and interview process.

. Select first course from model syllabi; adapt or create your own.

. In first class session:

*Set tone of high professional standards and requirements within non-
threatening environment.
*Present material that is relevant to individual student’s work settings.

Empower teachers by validating their current classroom practice.

10. Create a relaxed setting ip which students grow and stretch in both breadth and depth.

Afterword-- Be patient. Transformation may not occur until the second or third
course.

--Early Childhood Institute






































