











“Families are no longer willing to be dismissed,”

says Dr. Scott M. Sokol

put them in the same room and they're
amazed at the possibilities,” he says.

When asked why inadequate resources
are being allocated to spedial needs educa-
tion, Cushing says, "There's only so much
capital to go around. There are competing
demands on our national budgets.

“| see it as a systemic problem. There
are many who could benefit, and it would
make a tremendous difference if they got
that extra help”

To stimulate efforts at Hebrew College,
The Nancy Lurie Marks Family Foundation
awarded the College a $150,000 grant in
2003. This grant created two $5,000, two-
year graduate student stipends; endowed a
scholarship fund for students with develop-
mental disabilities in honor of former
Hebrew College student Peter A. Lurie;
supported College outreach efforts; and
subsidized symposia like July's Opening
the Ark: Bringing Children and Families of
Challenge into the Synagogue at the 2005
Hebrew College Summer Institutes.

Great strides have been made in the
field of special education since Cushing
was a student in the 1960s, he adds. “In
the past, people were expected to take
care of any special needs problems they
had at home. Also, there was a high

degree of social stigma if someone in

your family had special needs.

Though it is more socially acceptable
in the Jewish community today to request
help for loved ones with disabilities, families
still tackle high levels of stress and varying
social pressures. Educators do as well.

upporting families and teachers is
Sanother dimension of the Jewish spe-
cial educator's role. As a researcher and
trainer at the Eunice Kennedy Shriver
Center at UMass Medical Center and a
social worker with a burgeoning private
practice and more than 30 years of experi-
ence in the disabilities field, Smith coun-
sels families and individuals coping with
disabilities. For example, she helps them
to cope with the fact that a child has a
disability and the impact on the family or
to address relationship problems involving
a family member’s special needs.

At Schechter, Redner is part of a team
that can help teachers understand why some
students can't grasp certain learning points,

“Some children with special diagnoses
have an inability to sense the world the way
others do. Walking down the hall, some
children might not get the concept of the

Hebrew College graduates have followed many different paths in the field of special education.

hall as we do. | can now be part of a team
who can help translate this,” she says.

Providing this level of assistance,
often in addition to other roles and
responsibilities, requires significant hard
work. But many Jewish spedial educators
consider their career to be more than just
an up-and-coming field; they cherish spe-
cial education as a Jewish value.

“We want all children to continue in
Jewish life,” says Wurtzel. "I [the educa-
tion] goes over their heads, they won't
connect with it and continue [learning].”

“When | was getting my degree in
social work | felt like | was studying Torah,
not social work,” Korman adds. "It's all
from the Torah’

(L to R) Dr. Ruth Smith P'59, BIEd'64; Arlene Remz Me’ah’02 (see sidebar); Paula Korman

MAJS'93; and Lindsay Wurtzel MJIEQ'04.
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SPECIAL ED 101

Prozdor Student Volunteers Are Key to

the Etgar L'Noar Team

Two years ago on a Sunday moming, a 9-
year-old boy named Jacob recognized the
Hebrew letter “bet” Looking at a picture of
a ball with bet in the middle, with his teach-
ing assistant, Rebecca Redner P03, by his
side, Jacab made the connection. The two
were ecstatic. Jacob has autism, and this
was the first time he had ever read.

Then a senior at Hebrew College's
Prozdor, Redner worked with Jacob at Etgar
I'Noar, a community Jewish education pro-
gram that provides Sunday school classes
and b'nai mitzvah training for children with
special needs. Prozdor students are key to
the Etgar team, as are Hebrew College grad
students who pair with individual children
as part of their Jewish special education
training. For the teens, volunteering at Etgar
is a way to live lewish values as well as to
explore their own Jewish identities.

“The kids loved learmning about the
Jewish holidays,” Redner says. “It had more
meaning for me seeing how much mean-
ing it had for them and passing it on!

In addition to a main teacher and
music therapist, the Etgar classroom staff
includes teen volunteers who are paired
with Etgar children. That's where Prozdor
nth and 12th graders come in.

Volunteers go through an interview and
essay selection process and receive Prozdor
credits for their participation. They serve
as aides for an hour-and-a-half during class
on Sundays and then participate in a week-
ly half-hour training session. Some also
tutor b'nai mitzvah students and volunteer
for Mitzvah Mensches, a post-b'nai mitzvah
program for 13- to 15-year-olds.

“Prozdor students are essentially
exposed to Special Ed 101" says Arlene
Remz Me'ah'02, executive director of
Etgar L'Noar.

The Prozdor training sessions are led
by volunteer training coordinator Andrea

Lesser-Gonzalez, who also supervises the
teens in the Figar dassroom. In some ses-
sions, guest speakers make presentations
on topics such as autism, assistive technolo-
gy devices and speech therapy. Scheduling
training right after class also gives teen
volunteers the chance to debrief on their
day's experiences and ask questions.

"Having Prozdor as a feeder source
of volunteers has made it much easier for
us. It's an absolutely integral part of our
program and a very important factor in
our ability to grow,” Remz says.

In the last three years, for example,
the program has expanded from 15 to
more than 4o Prozdor volunteers. Remz
says Etgar's move this fall to Hebrew
College—from previous locations at Mount
Ida College and The Leventhal-Sidman
Jewish Community Center—has many
benefits for the children as well:

“Participating in their educational
experience in a setting where there are
hundreds of typical teenagers engaged
in Jewish education enables [Etgar]
children to be less isolated

And the benefits go both ways. In the
past few years, many Prozdor students

Etgar student Andrew Blacker with Prozdor volunteer Ali Kotzen

have grown emotionally and Judaically
from their interactions with special needs
children. Bringing Etgar to Hebrew College
also means that even Prozdor students
who are not volunteering have informal
opportunities to interact with Eigar children.

*Making a difference in others' lives
comes back to [Prozdor students] as trans-
formative,” says Margie Berkowitz P65/,
MJEd'82, director of Prozdor. “It's develop-
ing in them an apprediation of their own
lives and blessings and a sensitivity to break
down barriers!

An increasingly popular Prozdor elec-
tive, Etgar volunteerism appeals to teens
with diverse skills and personality types.
Those with patience, a love of children and
an excellent attendance record emerge as
best-suited for the job. (Etgar children are
greatly disappointed when their volunteers
don't show up.)

“We want Prozdor students to under-
stand this is part of their Jewish identity—
living to do good in the world,” says
Berkowitz. “We want to take it beyond the
slogan of tikkun olom to make it a mean-
ingful experience for them.”

Enriched by her fulfilling volunteering
experience at Etgar, Redner has decided to
major in special education as a sophomore
at Boston University.

“| have no idea where I'll end up,” she

says, "but | know who I'll be warking with."
—JWG
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