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THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

As the kindergarten teacher for the Temple Emanuel of South Hills Torah 
Center, I feel honored to be in a unique position to inspire my young students 
to love Judaism. I also make it my mission to connect with my students’ 
families in any way I can so that they feel welcome at our synagogue and 
inspired to live Jewishly themselves. I am very aware that children are over-

programmed and families are over committed — I live that firsthand with my own three 
children. I accept this reality and work with it, not against it. My hope is that my students 
will be immersed in such an enjoyable and rich classroom environment that when they 
go back out into the world they will still be excited to think and live Jewishly.

THE FOUNDATION
The foundation of everything I do consists of two parts: building relationships with my 
students and their families and being a strong example of embracing Judaism in my own 
life.

I prioritize connecting with my students and families. Every Sunday morning, a few 
minutes before class, I stand in the hallway just outside the classroom door, at the 
ready to welcome my guests (hachnasat orchim) with a friendly “Boker Tov!” I engage 
with them right away and try to reference something they may have told me during a 
previous class. “Leo! Your birthday is in four days!” Then I’ll generate excitement about 
our opening project: “We’re making special challah covers for Rosh Hashanah! I can’t 
wait to see what design you make!” This not only lets them know what to expect when 
they walk into class, it also gets them on board to start the project with a positive 
attitude.

When they do walk into class, our two madrichim (I have been very fortunate to have 
fantastic madrichim each year) are in position at the work tables, ready to greet the 
students and explain the project. This frees me to stay at my greeting station, and it 
also gives the madrichim some autonomy to connect with the students in their own 
way. Throughout the year, I remind the madrichim how important it is to engage with 
the students. We want them to learn about Judaism, but, more importantly, we want 
them to feel welcomed and valued in our Jewish community. This goal informs how the 
madrichim and I approach every moment with the students. Even if the students forget 
everything I teach them, I hope that they will still remember how they felt when they 
were in my class, and that consequently they will have a positive feeling about Judaism. 

The second foundation I create in my classroom is being a positive example of someone 
who loves and lives Judaism. I focus on maintaining sincere enthusiasm (zerizut) about 
all things Jewish. This comes naturally to me because every aspect of my life is immersed 
in Judaism. I tell them all about how my family and I celebrate the holidays; I tell them 
how I incorporate Jewish values into various situations in my life; I even tell them fun 
stories, like the one about my dog who barks for challah every Friday night. And if there 
is a holiday around the corner, I’ll be sure to mention what I’m thinking about and what I 
plan on doing. “Yom Kippur will be here in a few days, and I’ve been thinking about some 
of the mistakes I’ve made this year, such as not being patient when I should have been.” 
On the flip side, “Purim is just around the corner, and I’m so excited, I can hardly stand it! 
I can’t wait to wear my Queen Esther costume and hear the megillah reading!”

Without this foundation of building relationships with my students and being an 
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example of loving Judaism myself, I believe that everything 
else I do would fail. The other activities I do are very 
successful because they rest on the connections and 
enthusiasm I prioritize. Below are just a few of these 
activities.

A HANDS-ON, FUN OPENING PROJECT
Without exception, when the students arrive, they will 
immediately jump into a project that reflects the topic of that 
day. For example, for Purim, one of our projects is to make 
groggers by filling clear vitamin bottles with multi-colored 
beads. I have a clear plastic tray for each student, along 
with a tiny cup; each table has two bins filled with a diverse 
assortment of beads — all colors and shapes imaginable. The 
students can scoop beads into their individual trays, inspect 
them, and then decide which ones will go into their grogger 
bottle. I have yet to meet a student who does not absolutely 
love doing this. Having them color a worksheet of a grogger 
is out of the question in my book. They need to be engaged. 
They need to use as many of their senses as possible. They 
need to love it.  And while they are happily working on their 
project, the students chatter away with each other, and 

with the madrichim and me. Doing this consistently each 
week, we are building community; we are allowing them 
to connect with the topic in a fun and memorable way; and 
we communicate that Judaism is worth the effort and worth 
diving in deep.   

CIRCLE TIME WITH MITZVAH STORIES
After our opening project, we always have Circle Time. I 
welcome the students (“Boker Tov, Yeladim!”); we sing the 
Shema; we sing “Yom Huledet Sameach” if anyone has a 
birthday; and then I open the floor for mitzvah stories or 
anything the students wish to share. By inviting the students 
to share mitzvah stories, I am reinforcing the importance 
of not only doing mitzvot, but also noticing when others do 
them. The kindergarteners are on board with this and are 
happy to share stories of helping family members and friends 
(or being helped themselves). Giving them the opportunity 

to share whatever they want is just as important because 
(1) we are valuing them by listening, and (2) there are many 
teachable moments during Circle Time. One week, a student 
shared that he had seen another student at a store, so I asked 
if they had said hello to each other, and they said, “yes.” This 
led to a discussion of the Jewish value of greeting people 
— especially people we know. Later that week, a mother of 
a different student in my class e-mailed me to say that her 
daughter, who is typically shy, surprised her that week by 
saying hello to her fifth-grade buddy at her academic school. 
Her mother praised her, and the girl responded that she had 
learned at Torah Center that you have to say “hi” if you see 
someone you know.

THIS IS WHAT WE DID TODAY
Each week, I create a page entitled “This is What We Did 
Today at Torah Center” and give it to the parents when they 
pick up their kids. On this page (which is easy to read and has 
a consistent format), I include our topic, our opening project, 
the books we read, the “specials” (special activities) we went 
to, and what we talked about during our topic discussion. 
I also have a specific question the parents can ask their 

children (this avoids the dreaded back and forth of “What did 
you do today?” “Nothing.”), as well as a simple and doable 
suggestion for something to try at home. Offering this sheet 
keeps parents informed and gives them the tools to engage 
with their kids about their day at Religious School and about 
Judaism in general. I realize that it is likely that some of the 
parents do not read this sheet, but even if just one parent a 
week does, it makes a big difference.   

SHABBAT BOX
When we learn about Shabbat, I read the students The 
Shabbat Box by Lesley Simpson. In this book, students take 
turns bringing home a special box, a Shabbat Box filled 
with a Kiddush cup and grape juice, a challah and challah 
cover, candlesticks and candles, and some Shabbat games 
and treats. Our classroom has its own Shabbat Box, and 
each student has one turn with taking it home. I updated it 
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recently to include the fun game “Spot It! Shalom” and also 
Jewish stickers for the kids to keep. I ask the students to be 
sure to take lots of photos of their Shabbat Box experience, 
and, afterwards, the parents send me the photos (which I 
include in their portfolio/memory books). When a student 
returns the Shabbat Box on Sunday, I always ask that student 
if he/she would like to share their Shabbat experience with 
the class. This way, the students can have a chance to share 
and be heard, and the other students can look forward to 
their own turn with the Shabbat Box. I never assume that 
students celebrate Shabbat at their homes on Friday nights 
— many have told me that they don’t. My hope is that the 
Shabbat Box gives all the families a meaningful experience so 
that they consider adding it to their family routine (or, in the 
case of families who already routinely have Shabbat dinner, 
enhancing their Shabbat celebration in some way).

SENDING A PERSONAL NOTE
All of the teachers at my school send personal handwritten 
notes to their students mid-year. I look forward to this 
because I know how exciting it is to get mail. For each note, I 
write that I am thankful that the student is in my class; I give 
him/her a compliment, such as “You are a kind friend”; and 
I write that I can’t wait to spend many more Sundays with 
him/her and all the kindergarten friends. This is always well 
received, and, sometimes, I will have a student write a note 
back to me and bring it to class.

PORTFOLIO/MEMORY BOOKS
I am constantly taking pictures in my classroom, and I try to 
take mostly candid shots in order to “catch” the students in 
their natural moments (and so I don’t disrupt them). I also 
take photos of the students when we go to “specials,” such 
as Ivrit (Hebrew), Zimriah (Music), Omanut (Art), and Sifriyah 
(Library).  By the end of the year, I have a beautiful collection 
of photos that I put into a binder for each student. In addition 
to the photos, I also include portfolio pages that the students 
create for each topic. These pages are simple and open-
ended. The Hanukkah page, for instance, says “This is me 
celebrating Hanukkah.” We have a class discussion about 
what they could draw on the page, such as playing dreidel, 
making or eating latkes, singing Hanukkah songs, etc. After 
the students draw their individual pictures, the madrichim 
and I go around the room and ask each student to tell us 
about their picture. We ask permission to write what they 
tell us at the bottom of their portfolio page (e.g., “I am eating 
donuts at my grandma’s house.”). On the last day of class, 
the parents join the students in the classroom, and, together, 
they go through their portfolio/memory books with pride and 
excitement. This is one of the most satisfying moments for me 
as a teacher. It is difficult not to cry, and sometimes I do! The 
students cherish these books, and my hope is that they will 
look at them for years to come. Parents have sent me photos 
of their children sleeping with their portfolios or looking at 
them years later. I am thrilled.  

MEETING THEM WHERE THEY ARE
Even as early as kindergarten, kids’ lives are quite busy. They 
do multiple activities and most of them have siblings who also 
do multiple activities. Because of this, Judaism’s competition 
is really…everything. In addition to that, many students at our 
synagogue have one parent who is not Jewish. Consequently, 
students talk freely about celebrating Christmas; I have even 
had students start singing Christmas songs while everyone is 
working on the opening project. (My response to that: “That 
sounds like a lovely song; let’s think of a Jewish song we can 
sing…”) I meet my students where they are and do my best to 
provide the most fantastic Jewish experience possible while 
they are with me. One year, on Yom Kippur (while the parents 
were in services), a student arrived quite late and said, “Sorry 
I’m late. I was at my soccer game.” Yes, ideally, one would not 
participate in a soccer game on Yom Kippur. But… the student 
still showed up. Here is what I said, and I truly meant it: “I’m 
so glad you’re here with us now.” Fighting against the realities 
of modern life will get us nowhere. Making the best of our 
time when our students are with us will make a positive 
impact, even if in some cases it’s a small one.

MAMA SHALOM BLOG
From the very start of my teaching tenure, I had a strong 
desire to inspire not only my students, but also their parents 
and families. I do my best to accomplish this in the limited 
interactions I have with them, but, for many years, I have 
wanted to do more. Even beyond my own synagogue, I want 
to inspire people to live Jewishly in a way that brings out the 
best in themselves, their families, and their communities. This 
is why I created Mama Shalom (www.mamashalom.com), 
my Jewish inspiration blog. About three times a week, I write 
posts about Jewish character values, Jewish traditions, rituals, 
holidays, tikkun olam, and more. In addition, I have a Pinterest 
account with a vast collection of Jewish crafts and recipes on 
every topic and an Instagram account that captures parts of 
my blog, parts of my classroom, and parts of my own Jewish 
life. It is a joy to create all of this, and it enhances my goal 
of being a positive example of someone who loves Judaism. 
I hope that others, after reading my blog, will be inspired to 
create meaningful Jewish moments in their own lives.

For me, there is no separation between being a Jewish 
teacher and living my Jewish life. It is all connected. My 
passion for Judaism makes me a better teacher; all my 
experiences with my students and religious school community 
make me love Judaism even more. How can we, as Jewish 
educators, engage students and families as we compete with 
modern life? By embodying everything Judaism stands for; 
by being enthusiastic; by connecting with our students and 
valuing them; by engaging them in the most inspiring ways 
possible. It can be done, and it should be done. We all can do 
it. 

http://www.mamashalom.com

