
By JERRY CIMISI

The Jewish Academy, the only
Jewish day school in Suffolk
County, is celebrating a new

year this month in more ways than
one — with a move to the Suffolk Y
JCC on Hauppauge Road in
Commack.

The Academy, which has 75 stu-
dents pre-K through 7, has been
renting space on Cedar Road in East
Northport from the Commack
School District. Director of Chabad
Long Island Rabbi Tuvia Teldon,
the JA’s co-founder and new board
chair, sees the move as greatly
increasing the JA’s opportunities for
growth and further involvement in
the community. (The Academy’s
pre-K program will be absorbed by
the Y, and the Academy will be
accepting seventh graders.) 

Teldon stressed the positive
changes the Academy’s move to the
Suffolk Y JCC will bring.

“Just being part of the JCC com-
munity and the facilities there will
add an extra dimension to what we
already offer,” he said. 

“The JCC is willing to work for
our growth as part of creating a
Jewish community. A Jewish com-
munity with a successful day school
can only benefit everyone.”  

Teldon’s wife, Chaya, who is the
school’s associate director, said,
“We started with 25 students. We
now have” 75 registered for the
coming year.

The Y’s executive director,
Adam Bendeson, who just assumed

the post in early March, also
spoke about the expected benefits
to both organizations. “We view
ourselves as partners in Jewish
education, two different organi-
zations with similar goals under
one roof,” Bendeson said. “They
had a need, we saw they had a
need, and we both came together
on it.” 

“We consider the Y to be the cen-
ter of Jewish life in Suffolk County
and having the Jewish Academy
here can only enhance that further,”
Bendeson said. 

The Suffolk Y JCC, established
in 1975 and incorporated in 1977,
services between 20,000-25,000
people a year, members and non-
members.

“There will be more Jewish chil-
dren here,” Bendeson said, “and it
will add to our multi-generational
programs between adults and stu-
dents, such as joint holiday pro-
grams. We can take advantage of
their experts on one end and they
can take advantage of ours.”

Along with Anita Kaufman,
Teldon founded the Jewish
Academy in 2004. Kaufman had
been involved with the Hebrew
Academy of Suffolk, on Veterans
Highway, which closed in 2002.
“The demographics of the area had
changed,” said Teldon. “For one
thing, you no longer had many
Orthodox families there.” 

“The fact is,” said Teldon, “most
Jewish parents with young chil-

dren in this area don’t see the need
for a Jewish day school. It’s not on
their radar. So many of the coun-
ty’s 90,000 Jews are disenfran-
chised; most are not affiliated with
a synagogue. In their minds, the

public schools are fine for them;
they’re not interested in the old
model of the Jewish day school.
We are taking a different
approach. How to make our Jewish
day school, in addition to present-
ing students with a Jewish identity,
the best school for an academic

career, to appeal to a broader spec-
trum of the population.” 

Kaufman, a force behind the JA
as well as the Hebrew Academy
that closed in 2002, spoke at the
JA’s annual dinner in May. She said,

“The real reason for a person’s suc-
cess in life is how much we give of
ourselves to make the world a better
place. Life is short. Through our
giving we can make an eternal
effect on the world.” 

At the dinner, and during a
phone interview later, Kaufman
spoke about how each of her four
children went to the Hebrew
Academy. Her husband, Morris,
along with Max Marcus (who built
the Hebrew Academy building),
and Rabbi Bernard Maza, who ran

it, established the school.
“I had to put them into a day

school, to know who they are. You
know something right was happen-
ing when all of my nine grandchil-
dren also went to Jewish schools,”

Kaufman said. 
In resurrecting a Jewish day

school with Teldon, Kaufman
thought it wise not to resurrect the
same name, but to call it the Jewish
Academy instead. “You ask Jews
what religion they are, and they will
say ‘Jewish,’ not ‘Hebrew.’ ”

The Jewish Academy’s move to
the Suffolk Y will not change the
direction of its education. 

Teldon said his aim is to prepare
students for the skills of the 21st
century. The academic difference
between the Academy and the pub-
lic school system displays itself in a
number of ways. Complementing
what Teldon had stressed about
helping students meet the demands
— and technology — of the future,
Chaya Teldon said that to know
technology alone would not suffice.

The Academy employs the
STEM program, a nationwide effort
to raise the standards of American
students in science, technology,
engineering and math.

Rabbi Michael Druin, head of
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school, said, “The essential way
we teach is: We want the students
to say ‘Why?’ This fits into
Judiasm, asking why.”

Echoing Chaya Teldon’s remark
about consumption and creativity,
Druin added, “We don’t want our
students to just be consumers of
knowledge. Who owns the learn-
ing? The student does.”

Chaya Teldon said, “We want to
begin the scientific method of
inquiry with the students at the ear-
liest grades.” She talked about
how, as an engineering exercise,
the second grade class was build-
ing bridges out of pasta and testing
how much weight their construc-
tions could hold.

Through Dr. Lilianne Mujica-
Parodi, assistant professor of

Biomedical Engineering at Stony
Brook University, the Jewish
Academy has received regular
instructional visits from the univer-
sity’s science students to help the
Academy’s students in their sci-
ence classes.

On a video the Academy made,
Mujica-Parodi said that the stu-
dents at the Academy participated
“in an academic experiment that
hasn’t been done anywhere else in
the country … to teach students to
do real science from the perspec-
tive of people who are doing it

every day.”
Graduate student Gabriel

Pagnotti talked about having the
students design a circuit board,
“and then build it.” He added,
“Kids at such a young age, sec-
ond and third grade, and they’re
able to pick up this educational
material that somebody at my
level may not even understand
and they’re able to build it in an
hour. That’s pretty impressive.”

Chaya Teldon pointed out, “We
do measure our students by the
state standards, but we are not lim-
ited to the state standards.”

Druin explained, “Let’s take the
fourth grade math standard test
that everyone takes. You find out
your mark at the end of the year.
After, it really doesn’t do the stu-
dent any good; they can’t go back
and focus on and improve on areas
in which they were weak.”

In a simple but effective solu-
tion, the Academy gives three
national assessments in math and
English during the year, in

November, February and June.
During a visit by a reporter for this
newspaper, sixth grade students
and pre-K students were engaged
in math assessments, each on a
separate computer. 

“Our objective,” said Druin, “is
always to reach the student’s own
potential — not an average poten-
tial. Just as our students have dif-
ferentiated homework — some
students will naturally be ahead of
others — here each has a different
test.” 

The tests were different in more
ways than one. First off, question
“1” for Student A would not be the
same question “1” for student B —
which solves the problem of look-
ing aside to see the answer your
neighbor gives.

Then, and more importantly,
with each correct answer the stu-
dent gives, the following question
is a little harder. If the student
gives a wrong answer, the next
question might be a bit easier. The
sixth graders read the questions
from their desktops; the pre-K
students wore headphones in
which the questions were spoken
to them.

The tests are broken down into
subsections of the main topic.
For instance, math results are
subdivided into: algebra and
functions, real and complex num-

ber systems, geometry, and sta-
tistics and probability. 

“A student can be very strong
in one, weak in another,” said
Druin. “It shows us where to
work with that student. And not
just to work in a weak area. If a
student seems to have an affinity
in one area, we can help strength-
en that even further. When we

have parent-teacher conferences,
we have a baseline to talk about.”

The reporter visited Vered
Wolfstein’s fifth grade class,

which was engaged in studying the
meaning and differences between,
mean, mode, median and range.
(Familiar with the first three, we
learned that “range” is the differ-
ence between the lowest and high-
est number in a set.) Wolfstein,
who has four children at the
Academy — one was in her class
— teaches math, English, social
studies and science, and also
Hebrew for sixth graders. The stu-
dents have separate classes in
Hebrew language and Judaic
Studies. Some of the topics the
class had covered in social studies
this past year: the Pilgrims, the
Gold Rush, the Civil War, the
Depression and World War II. 

How much did the children
already know about the Holocaust?
Wolfstein, who was born and
raised in Israel, and whose hus-
band is the son of two Holocaust
survivors, said that often American
Jewish children don’t know as
much about the Holocaust as they
should. She recalled how her
kindergarten teacher in Israel came
into class one day wearing a
Jewish Star on Yom HaShoah, and
explained to the children the rudi-
ments of that terrible time.

When asked just how you intro-
duce small children to such vast
horrors, Wolfstein said her class
had read Number the Stars, a his-
torical novel about the Holocaust
by Lois Lowry, and added, “My
parents told us how there were
people who did not like the Jews,
and they put them in jails and gave
them numbers. That is a simple
way to start. It is important that we
start and tell the whole story. We
have an obligation to not let it be
forgotten. And we should remem-
ber that maybe, if it were not for
the Holocaust, would we now have
an Israel?”

Wolfstein said, “Whatever I
teach, I do not isolate different

topics. For instance, the students
had to write a research paper on
Africa. They picked a country;
they have to talk about its history,
art, biomes (in other words, the
environment, desert versus tropi-
cal forest), to show how where
people live does affect their histo-
ry and social life.”

For English studies, Wolfstein
has used folk tales, from Aesop’s
fables to Russian tales, to further
illustrate how the stories embed-
ded in a people’s culture connect to
their environment. She added that
folk tales also illustrate the 13 pos-
itive characteristics of Judaism.
She asked the class to chime in.
They did. Some of the characteris-
tics: alertness, cleanliness, respect,
honesty, diversity, thrift.

Then asked how she would
describe being a teacher at the
Academy, she praised the adminis-
tration with “the secret of giving
the staff freedom and at the same
time knowing what to expect from
them. Teachers run the show. We
are the ones who spend the most
time with the student.” 

She added, “We are one big fam-
ily here. Everyone here knows
each and every child. The rabbi
knows every student. To me that is
very important.”

Arthur Katz, a past board presi-
dent of the Academy and currently

the chair of the Jewish Community
Relations Council of Long Island,
said he had been associated with
Teldon for “over 30 years, work-
ing with him on different projects.
When Rabbi Teldon invited me to
work with the Academy there was
no board; he thought it was impor-
tant to establish a board to bring
the school to the next level — and
also made a decision to establish a
school of excellence in secular
education as being crucial to our
mission. What has transpired is
that we have become a school of
excellence, our students above
grade in reading, math, and sci-
ence.” 

“Today our hope is that parents
send their children to the Academy
for not only the education but also
so they will know their heritage,”
he said.

The Academy provides finan-
cial assistance, which about half of
the students at the Academy
receive. Eliani Levey said that she
and her husband wanted their
child to have a Jewish educational
experience.

“They [the Academy] made it
clear that for any child who wants
to come here they would make
sure they would make it possible,”
she said. “For us it wasn’t a ques-
tion of how can we, it was how
could we not?”

“The essential way we teach is: We
want the students to say ‘Why?’ This

fits into Judaism, asking why.”
—Head of School Rabbi Michael Druin 

(Above, l-r): Jack Kulka, Jewish Academy Board President Anita Kaufman, Suffolk Y
JCC Executive Director Adam Bendeson and JCC Associate Executive Director 
Marci Sherman.

(Below, l-r): Dr. Harvey Serota, nephew of Jewish Academy dinner honoree Arnold
Marcus; Arnold’s daughter Sloane Marcus; Bonnie and Arnold Marcus; and Jewish
Academy Board Chair and Co-founder Rabbi Tuvia Teldon.

Jewish Academy board member and former president Arthur Katz (left), currently
president of the JCRC-LI, with JCRC Executive Director David Newman.
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