
Preparing Tomorrow’s Leaders
‘Passion’ and ‘technology’ guide new head of school at JA of Suffolk County

By SHARYN PERLMAN 

Rabbi Michael Druin, the new head of school at the 
Jewish Academy of Suffolk County (JA) in East North-
port, cites Alan Dershowitz, who, according to Druin, has 
said  that most of the top doctors, sci•entists and leaders in 
our society are not day school graduates. 

Druin’s response: “We intend to change that for the 
next gener•ation. We will offer an education that will help 
them become the Jewish leaders. They will be suc•cessful 
in their own communities and also have an effect on the 
world around them.” 

It’s all part of the new wave of education that Druin, 
who will officially begin his new position on July 1, says 
will help the stu•dents learn the “21st Century skills” they 
will need to succeed in today’s world. In fact, it’s his guid-
ing principle. 

“General academic excellence is something that Jew-
ish students need in order to operate within the real world. 
You can’t live in the spiritual realm only. One has to take 
the beauty of Judaism and bring it into the real world,” 
says the 43-year-old educator. Druin will arrive in Suffolk 
County via a life that has taken him through Los Ange-
les, Israel, South Africa and, most recently, south Florida, 

where he was the rabbinic dean at the Hillel Day School, 
a Modern Orthodox school with 900 students located in 
Boca Raton. 

Jewish education is Druin’s “passion.” He started 
teaching when he was 19 and has “never looked back”; his 
students have “ranged from nursery at age three to gradu-
ate school at age 23.” 

Druin grew up in Los Angeles; when he was three, his 
parents made aliyah to Israel, where he attended public 
school. 

“We of course spoke English at home, but Hebrew 
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SP: How large a student body would you 
like to see?
MD: We’re looking to have a cap of 16 stu-
dents per grade, which is small enough for 
the teachers to be able to give each student 
individual attention, but large enough to be 
socially viable. We don’t want it to become 
too big, we don’t want to lose the warmth of 
the school.
SP: With excellent schools in Suffolk 
County, how do you convince parents to 
pay tuition when their children can receive 
a free education?
MD: On the one hand, you have skills based 
teaching, which is very, very rigid, versus a 
private education that marries a skill-based 
education with the knowledge of each child 
and his or her abilities.
It’s not enough to just memorize and get high 
marks. The concept of no child left behind is 
good, but we need more than that, which is 
what the JA is doing with the STEM approach 
[emphasizing Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing and Mathematics in addition to integrat-
ing technology into the curriculum]. At the 
JA, even the kindergarten is learning how to 
integrate technology into the classroom.
And we will measure the skills with the usual 
skills test plus the integration of other, dif-
ferent kinds of knowledge, including MAP 
(Measurement of Academic Progress) test-
ing, which shows the individual child’s 
growth alongside other children who have 
similar proficiency.
If I’m an A+ student but I’m not progressing 
as far as other A+ students, then I’m actually 
moving backwards. We used this system for 
18 months in Hillel.
There is ongoing testing, three times per 
year, and the data that comes back is used to 
create an IAP, Individualized Academic

Plan, for each child so they can reach their 
potential. Each child learns differently; this 
lets each teacher understand how each child 
learns so the teacher can teach that child the 
way he or she learns best.
SP: How exactly is the STEM approach 

integrated into the daily curricu-
lum?
MD: Education is no longer about how to 
find information. It’s about integrating that 
information with technology and allowing 
each student to learn at their level.
For example, all children have to learn how 
to read and write. But some children might 
find that the stories they read in school are 
boring. So we teach them about the compo-
nents of reading, that each story has a plot, 
has characters, has scenery, etc. We let each 
student read the story that they are interested 
in and we have them focus on one compo-
nent, say, on scenery. So each student writes 
about the scenery in their own story.
The teachers will have to know how to inte-
grate the technology into each subject. If it’s 
a science class, will the lesson be research-
based? Science-based? Do we Skype a pro-
fessor who has expertise in this area?

SP: What do you see as your greatest chal-
lenge and your greatest opportunity as the 
new head of school?
MD: That’s a great question because oppor-
tunity only comes with a challenge; if there 
wasn’t a challenge, there would be no op-
portunity.
The challenge is for the JA to solidify itself 
as quickly as possible, to get into the com-
munity fast and to get more people to send 
their children to the school.
The opportunity is to partner with the Suf-

folk Y, a major 
organ in the com-
munity, and to 
say to prospec-
tive parents, “If 
you come to our 
school, we will 
give you a sense 
of belonging to 
a community as 

well as an education.”
It’s also a great opportunity for me person-
ally because you don’t get too many chances 
in life to take a school that is only a few years 
old and take it to the next level.
SP: What types of families will you be tar-
geting?
MD: The target is the Jewish community as 
a whole. We don’t dissect the community, all 
are welcome. But specifically, I’m looking to 
attract the parents who are not religious. 
I’ve already met with all the parents who 
have left the school in the last 12 months to 
find out why they are leaving, to understand 
the challenges we face.
Ultimately, the Jewish education we provide 
will be measured not by how many pages 
you turn, but by the relationship each child 
will have with their tradition.

Technology has a toppriority at the 
JA, which includes the school’s 
computer lab (above) and a Smart 
Board in each classroom (right).

continued from page 2



is my first language for 
reading and writing.” 

When Druin was 
14, his par¬ents joined 
Chabad; he has re-
mained affiliated with 
the orga¬nization ever 
since, receiving his semi-
cha (rabbinic ordination) 
from Chabad, though 
“it’s signed by non-Cha-
bad rabbis.” He’s also a 
member of the Rabbin-
cal Council of America, 
the mainstream Ortho-
dox rabbinic orgnization 
in the U.S. 

orgnization in the U.S. 
Which seems a perfect segue way to become 

head of school at the JA, which was founded by 
Rabbi Tuvia Teldon, a Chabad rabbi on Long 
Island for the past 30 years. Except that “for 20 
years I haven’t worked in Chabad,” says Druin. 

He worked in Pretoria, the capital of South 
Africa, for 12 years as the rabbi of the community 
and the Jewish Studies head of the community 
day school. Growing that fledgling school was an 
experience Druin feels he can transpose onto the 
JA.

“When I arrived in Pretoria, the day school 
had only 100 students from K-12. So we did 
something unique: We contracted out the general 
studies to a top non-Jewish educational institu-
tion and we retained the Jewish part of the school. 
After two years we had 1,500 students. closed on 
Shabbat and Jewish holidays, but under 10 per-
cent of the students were Jewish. We were rated 
one of the top five schools in South Africa,” he 
explains.

Following that experience, Druin and his 
South African wife, Elana, moved to Boca Raton 
— along with their four children, now ages 18 to 
12, who, he jokingly says, are now “African Amer-
icans” — to take the position at Hillel, where they 
remained for five years. Elana Druin, a graduate 

of Bar-Ilan University, 
will teach Judaic Stud-
ies at the JA.

The Druins are 
looking forward to 
their move to Suffolk 
County.

“If you run a com-
munity day school, you 
have to live in the com-
munity, believe in it 
and celebrate it,” says 
Rabbi Druin, adding, 
“It’s also close enough 
to the city to be able to 
take advantage of it and 

far enough away from the city to feel like country 
living.”

Druin spoke with this newspaper via phone from
Pittsburgh, where he was attending his son’s grad-
uation, about the pedagogic philosophy that will 
guide him in this new venture. The following are 
excerpts from the interview.

SP: You’re the Judaic dean of a success-
ful school in Boca Raton that has 900 stu-
dents. Why did you decide to become head 
of school at a the JA in Suffolk County, 
which has only 50 students?
MD: The JA is an amazing opportunity. Outside of 
New York, community day schools are more suc-
cessful. So I felt the JA has the ability to succeed 
in Suffolk precisely because it’s a community 
school and doesn’t have any affiliation.
SP: How do you intend to increase the student 
body?
MD: The school has a very strong foundation, but 
they’re ready to move to the next level, which is to 
really become a community school.
And with all the feeder nursery schools in the area, 
if we can get two or three children from each of 
those schools, then we’ll have the student base we 
need.
Next year we’ll be adding a fourth grade. The 
community is realizing that there is an opportunity 
to create a unique academic environment.

(Below): Rabbi Michael Druin, who will 
officially become the Jewish Academy of 
Suffolk County head of school on July 1, 

says, “Outside of New York, community day 
schools are more successful.
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