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The Blue Room has been focusing on construction this year, 
capturing how children use their imagination and knowledge to build 
different things. Construction encompasses many different domains 
of learning, such as cognitive, language, and social, and touches 
many aspects of development. This exploration of construction 
began around Sukkot, when the children had an opportunity to build 
their own structure. They made blue prints, gathered wood pieces, 
dealt with structural problems, changed plans to make structures 
work, and finally created floor plans and explanations to go along 
with their structures.

During a space unit, the children became interested in space 
vehicles. As the class took a trip to the Adler Planetarium, they 
were fascinated with the Mars Rover on display and decided to 
build their own. At the planetarium the children sketched their 
initial blue prints by observing the rover; later they created their 
own using model magic and colored wires. Pictures of the actual 
Mars Rovers were at hand so the children could study shapes and 
parts. Finally the class created an (almost) life-size Mars Rover 
from recycled materials. It has so many functions and parts that 
everybody had to work together to create and assemble them as 
accurately as possible.

MOCK ZIONIST CONGRESS 

THE BLUE ROOM EXPLORES CONSTRUCTION

RIGHT: The Blue Room continued to 
use their building skills in their most 
recent unit on the Titanic. Here, a 
student’s rendition of the ship.

Who was Theodore Herzl? How did he impact the State 
of Israel? What motivated him? These were some of the 
questions the middle schoolers dealt with as they learned 
about the early development of the State of Israel. The 
program culminated with a simulated Zionist Congress. 
Various factions debated and voted on important issues as 
they developed a vision for their “dream country.” Should it be 
founded immediately in Uganda or postponed until it could be 
located in Palestine?  Should the national language be German 
or Hebrew? Should the flag represent a connection to the past 
or to the future? Students had fun dressing up and debating, 
especially with Mr. Cohen serving as Theodore Herzl.



All of these new positions provide support for 
faculty and students, enabling us to explore 
together what it means to bring the values of 
Akiba-Schechter with us as we grow in size.

There’s another, more concrete form of 
exploration—one we should be familiar with. 
Throughout our people’s history, The Talmud, 
as the prime source of Jewish study for 
millennia, was structured as a series of layered 
inquiries. Traditionally, the most celebrated 
student in the academy was he who asked the 
most difficult questions.  As new technologies 
arose, the Talmud would inquire as to the 
application of Jewish practice in the new 
context. The overriding principle? Apply the new 
to the old, but don’t sacrifice either. 

Akiba-Schechter’s dual curriculum provides 
students with a place to explore both their 
contemporary world and the deep roots of 
their heritage. In grappling with these ancient 
texts, they also develop the skills of reading 
and thinking critically, debating, using evidence 
to support a claim, and of course, asking good 
questions. As we continue to explore new 
frontiers for Akiba, may we always hold fast to 
the roots that make us unique.

Rabbi Jeffrey Holman
Director of Judaic Studies

IF YOU BUILD IT...
In learning about the ancient 
Mishkan, or Tabernacle, in 
Mrs. Gold’s Tanach class, 
students each created 
models of a different portion 
of the structure. Then, they 
assembled the pieces and 
presented their research to 
other classes. In deciding 
how to create their models, 
students had to use the text 
as their blueprints, paying 
attention to textiles, color, 
structure and dimensions. 
The results spoke for 
themselves!

ABOVE: The showbread, 
featured here, is one of many 
elements of the Mishkan 
that 7th/8th graders built. 
LEFT: In preparation for 
their 100th Day of School 
celebration, Kindergarteners 
explored their future, 
creating self-portraits of 
themselves at age 100. 
Some highlights: “When I 
am 100, I will ... walk with 
a cane, have gray hair, be a 
mom.”

It’s appropriate that this issue’s newsletter 
focuses on the theme of exploration. 
As teachers, we often call what we do 
“teaching,” but in reality, we are merely 
facilitating a child’s learning.  Children are 
naturally curious and eager to explore. A good 
educator harnesses that curiosity and uses it 
to engage with content, build skills and provide 
rich experiences.  Since each of us has different 
perspectives and interests, the most effective 
environment a teacher can create is one that 
allows the children to explore on their own, 
guided by their curiosity. 

The need to explore is not unique to 
children. It’s inherent in all of us—even in 
the institutions we build. At Akiba, we take 
seriously the notion that if we as a school are 
to grow and thrive, we must constantly explore 
new frontiers. This year, that exploration took 
the form of adding support staff like Heather 
Waitzman, Learning Specialist; Rachel Slutsky, 
Social Worker; and Danya Maloon, Preschool 
Social Worker. Physically, we’re exploring new 
spaces at Congregation Rodfei Zedek/JCC, 
where we now rent 8+ rooms. Finally, we added 
the position of Professional Development 
Coordinator in the form of Miriam Kass, and the 
faculty has eagerly responded to her efforts. 

A Culture of Inquiry

on my mind
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Green Kindergarten Teachers Shuli & 
Caryn are in their second year of teaching 
together, and they are truly a team. 
Typically, when they introduce content 
to the children, one of them leads while 
the other keeps the children engaged 
and prompts whoever can contribute 
best to the discussion at hand. Case in 
point: During a recent group time, the 
class reviewed a winter poem. Some 
students could already read, while others 
could discern “feeling” words like “cold” 
or “sights” word like “white.” With Shuli 
presenting the poem and Caryn surveying 
the group, the children read or underlined 
words according to their abilities.

“We have high expectations 
of our students,” says 

Caryn. “We believe 
they are capable of 
everything, and we 
try to fit as many 

teacher profile

types of learning as possible 
into a unit.” For their winter 
project, each child chose 
an animal to research. First, 
the children recorded three facts about 
their animal, including if it hibernates or 
not. Second, they created an image of 
the animal using various mediums and 
considering details like color and size, fur 
or scales, and number of feet. They also 
wrote a poem about their animal and 
included some of their research. Finally, 
the children set up a cafe and shared 
their research with their classmates 
and the Upstairs Yellow Room. “When a 
child presents and is proud of what he 
has learned – that is my favorite part of 
teaching,” says Shuli. Caryn adds, “That’s 
why the young author’s project is my 
favorite Kindergarten unit. The children 
use their imagination, write and 
illustrate their books, and the 
pictures match the stories. 

That’s when it all comes together.”
While both Caryn and Shuli have taught 

other ages, they prefer Kindergarten 
because it is, according to Shuli, “the 
stepping stone to the children’s 

educational story.” Caryn 
adds, “Kindergarten is such a great 
age. The children are curious, and our 
current group is so inquisitive that we 
have to hide the Morning Question 
until everybody has arrived.” Fostering 
that love of learning, as well as 
promoting a community and facilitating 
communication, are their goals as 
educators, and it seems that already their 
current Kindergarten class is well on its way.

CARYN + SHULI: a perfect pairing

ABOVE LEFT: CARYN AND SHULI TAKE 
DIFFERENT POSITIONS DURING A 
TYPICAL LESSON, ABOVE RIGHT: A 
RECENT KINDERGARTEN TRIP TO THE 
CONSERVATORY SPURRED STUDENTS TO 
CREATE AND STUDY THEIR OWN TREES.

LEFT: During a unit on Antarctica, Mrs. Rapp’s 
1st/2nd Grade created their own penguins from soda 
bottles. Above their display read a sign: “Don’t feed 
the penguins.” RIGHT: Puppets created by the 

Blue Room.
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alumni profile 
Lev Gray’s academic career was fairly 

typical--up until this year, that is. After 
graduating from Akiba in 2009, he finished 
high school at Walter Payton College Prep 
and will begin college at Yale in the fall. 
But this year, he’s taking a break from 
the classroom to do a different type of 
learning—in Thailand, India, Nepal, and 
Israel. 

Ask him why he’s doing this gap 
year: “It’s an attempt to get back some 
‘Beginnerness’ in my mind. Beginners 
don’t have a developed idea of how X 
works, so they soak everything in. My goal 

is to ask more questions and say ‘I don’t 
know’ more often.”

It’s a noble goal, but Lev seems to have 
achieved it. Among the non-academic 
skills he picked up: cleaning out cow 
stalls, transporting water by balancing it 
on his head, communicating with people 

who don’t speak a word of English, and 
“laughing with them and loving them. 
I don’t know what you call that kind of 
learning, but there was no distinction 

between learning and 
living.”

Mostly, on this trip 
organized by Youth 
International, Lev 
spent every week in a 
different host family’s 
home. Some were 
in urban areas, like 
the wealthy family 
in Bangkok who 
employed a servant 
Lev’s age. Others, like 
the family in Jhadol, 
India, were extremely 
rural, with no 
electricity or running 
water. “But,” notes 
Lev, “everyone has a 
cell phone.”

His trip included 
touristy highlights like 
riding a rikshaw or 
visiting the Taj Mahal, 
as well as challenges 
like spending 10 days 
in silent meditation. 

“I thought it would 
be really difficult,” says Lev. 
“That I’d go insane. But it wasn’t 
hard to be silent. It’s a great 
way to study anything—even 
electricity and magnets.”  
But the most humbling 
aspect of his trip was 

something he didn’t expect. “I had 
to accept that it’s a little arrogant to 
assume you’re helping these people,” he 
says of the service tasks he was asked 
to do. “They don’t need us...even if they 
don’t live up to our standards.”

What will he do with the knowledge 
he’s gained this year? Education, 
possibly. “I’m spoiled,” he admits, 
pointing to his experiences at Akiba and 
Payton. “But I’m also very sensitive when 
education is done poorly.” In other words, 
prescribed molds and learning for reward 
or punishment. 

Lev recalls his experience in 8th grade 
at Akiba, where he was able to learn 
geometry simply because he was ready 
to. “That kind of academic freedom 
existed even in 2nd grade,” he says, 
“where learning was done 
for its own sake and I 
could think, I’ll just 
go as far as I can.” 

This trip has 
indeed brought 
Lev back to a 
Beginner’s Mind, 
which might 
just be the 
perfect way 
to start 
college. 

A Conversation with Lev Gray, Class of 2009

A BEGINNER’S MIND

ABOVE: AFTER CLIMBING TRIUND, A MOUNTAIN IN THE 
HIMALAYAS THAT OVERLOOKS DHARAMSALA. RIGHT: 

TEEPEES CREATED BY THE 2ND GRADERS. 



6

AKIBA-SCHECHTER NEWSLETTER WINTER 20146

On the surface, Mrs. Rapp’s 1st/2nd 
grade’s study of the Oregon Trail was 
about exploring westward expansion 
through the experiences of pioneers 
and Native Americans. In reality, it was 
about getting inside the minds of those 
who came before us. Isn’t that the 
whole point of learning history?

First, students had to choose 10 items 
from their homes to pack if they were 
leaving to start a new life elsewhere. 
A difficult task, but not as difficult as 
the next one: communicating without 
a common language. To help students 
empathize, Mrs. Rapp facilitated a 
version of the “telephone” game. 
Students had to convey convoluted 

directions like this one: 
“Cross the second river 
you come to, not the 
wide one but the narrow 
one, then go left two 
miles until you see a 
blue mountain. Not a 
green mountain, but a 
blue mountain.” In this 
way, students were 

able to understand the challenge 
of transmitting messages from 
English via a French translator to 
one of the many Native American 
languages. Dilemmas like this 
catalyzed discussions about the many 
challenges faced by both the pioneers 
and the Native Americans.

The unit included multiple hands-
on projects: drying apples; churning 
butter; making bows, arrows, candles 

and lanterns; keeping journals stained 
with coffee to achieve an “aged” look; 
and writing letters “home” about 
the journey’s hardships. Mrs. Rapp’s 
favorite was making prairie schooners. 
“You never know what they’ll pick up,” 
she says. One student requested vinyl 
tablecloths for the schooners’ covering 
so they would be waterproof like the 
originals. Another attached cups to 
the wheels to hold axel grease. “I want 
to teach kids how to think,” says Mrs. 
Rapp. “I don’t give them anything with a 
set answer.”

Trail-blazing in 201
An exploration unit tests students’ abilities to communicate without traditional language

TOP: Yakov pauses to examine the candle he creates, 
ABOVE LEFT: Sari hammers a hole into her lantern, LEFT: 

“Oregon or Bust”: this prairie schooner is well prepared 
for its journey, and RIGHT: a jar of the butter the students 

churned
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CAVE ART

This fall, cave paintings graced the second floor hallway in 
the Day School Building. Plaques asked passersby to figure 
out details about the civilizations the paintings represented: 
What foods did these people eat? What animals did they hunt? 
What gods did they worship? As part of Mr. Esse’s unit on the 
Stone Age, 5th/6th graders got their fingers, and sometimes 
their feet, dirty in trying to communicate these details about 
the fictitious civilizations they were depicting. Only twigs and 
straws were allowed as additional tools to apply basic colors 
on butcher paper. The class had studied the approximately 
17,000-year-old cave paintings at Lascaux, France. Students 
tried to identify details and compared their interpretations with 
those of anthropologists. This gave them visual vocabulary to 
use in their own cave paintings. Still, they struggled not to use 
words, and a vigilant Mr. Esse had to keep them from writing on 
their paintings. Afterwards students interpreted each other’s 
works and realized that not only was it hard to communicate 
without writing, but ideas on what something meant could also 
be way off. “Showing that a civilization hunted bison was pretty 
easy,” says Mr. Esse, “but how do you show whom you fought 
against?” As the class makes their way through Mesopotamia 
and later, Ancient Egypt, Mr. Esse anticipates they will have a 
whole new appreciation for the achievement of developing a 
written language.

Land Forms
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ABOVE: 5th/6th graders 
use fingers to draw a 
tribal “hunt,” ABOVE 
RIGHT: Painting 
landforms after the 
paper mache dried.

GPS, Mapquest, and Google Maps might lull students 
into thinking they can get by without learning geography.  
But for 3rd/4th grade teacher Mrs. Esse, nothing could be 
further from the truth. To her, geography provides a sense 
of place, proportion and scale that is necessary for broader 
thinking. And, it makes students more conscious of politics 
and world events at an earlier age. Thus she launched her 
most recent geography unit--which included research, 
hands-on art, and out-in-the-field exploration.

“I wanted the kids to understand the terminology 
they’d be using,” says Mrs. Esse. “And learning should 
be fun. That’s a big part of my class.” She created a list 
of landforms--such as river, tributary, isthmus, strait, 
mountain, plateau--and assigned groups of students to 

create model landforms with paper mache and paint. Each 
group also researched famous examples of their landforms. 
For example, the mountain group researched the Rockies, 
the Himalayas and the Alps, and then presented their 
findings to the other 3rd/4th graders. 

GPS and map reading skills were put to use, too, when 
the class went geo-caching in the neighborhood. Students 
followed decoding clues, read a map, and used a compass. 
Happily, they located a fun cache containing Costa Rican 
money, a toy, and a fossil.  

The hardest part was making students appreciate how 
geography affects history. Will the 
stories Mrs. Esse told of Hannibal’s 
marching through the Alps to defeat 
Rome, or the Suez Canal’s influence on 
the Six Day War be remembered? Yes, 
according to many alumni--some of 
whom still have their landforms. Mrs. 
Esse hopes that, more than anything, 
the taste for learning how the world 
works stays forever.
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LEFT: Bella and Merav (3rd) shared their favorite Dr. Seuss Book this past Rosh Chodesh 
as part of Mrs. Crook’s “Tribute to Dr. Seuss” Day. BELOW: Mrs. Crook chats with a 
student in the newly digitized library.

“One fish, two fish, red fish, blue 
fish.” Iconic phrases like this could be 
heard all throughout Loeb Hall this past 
Rosh Chodesh, which also happened to 
be the 110th birthday of the famed Dr. 
Seuss. In celebration, students dressed 
for the occasion and 6th-8th graders 
brought their favorite Dr. Seuss books 
to read to their 1st-2nd grade Buddies 
over breakfast.

This tribute to Dr. Seuss is one the 
many efforts spearheaded by Thea 
Crook, who assumed the position 
of librarian this year. “The library provides a space for students 
to interact over books,” says Mrs. Crook. To that end, she has 
instituted “open library” during recess every day, as well as after 
school on Mondays, when students can come to research and 
read. “If they are here, it means they have an interest in the 
library,” says Mrs. Crook. She looks for “nuggets of interaction” 
by helping students find resources for class projects or by asking 
for recommendations. One student was thrilled to find Mrs. Crook 
would order a book to complete a beloved series; she eagerly 

awaited the book’s arrival and helped 
categorize and catalog it. Another 
student recently donated books she 
had outgrown, bringing the library’s 
holdings to over 5,000 books. Over the 
summer Mrs. Crook and English teacher 
Deirdre Willner-Schreiber inventoried 
and digitized the library. All books were 
taken off the shelves, assigned genres, 
color coded and reorganized. 

A typical library day includes reading 
with 1st graders, a 3rd/4th grade class 
visit, and a middle school class held in 

the library until it is time for open library. “Ideally, I want all classes 
to spend time in the library so students learn that there are 
books on just about everything.” She also teaches special units to 
supplement curriculum, such as a recent unit on Emma Lazarus’s 
“The New Colossus” to supplement a 3rd/4th grade immigration 
study. “The library is so busy there is hardly any time to reshelve,” 
says Mrs. Crook. Thankfully, the 6th-8th grade media interns help 
with that, which is yet another way of engaging with books and 
creating a community of readers.

1 Fish, 2 Fish: Creating Excitement Over Books


