
Our mission: Shir Shalom Vermont Hebrew School fosters a joyful and nurturing environment – 

inspiring informed mensches to engage in and connect to a meaningful Jewish life.

At our Hebrew school, we strive to:

● Create a joyful connection to Judaism & the Jewish People
● Foster Jewish pride and identity
● Attain the Hebrew and Judaic skills necessary for synagogue comfort
● Develop informed and engaged Jewish adults
● Prepare students for to be called to Torah as a Bat/Bar Mitzvah.

Year in Review
Director’s Report - Leah Gawel
 2021-2022 Hebrew School Year

The world stands upon three things: the Torah, service, and the practice of acts of kindness. (Avot 1:2)



Foremost, I am proud and grateful to report that ALL year, despite the challenges that Covid presented, and the 
challenges that any synagogue faces when running a supplemental school in 2022, we had a really vibrant, full, 
meaningful year.  This DID not happen by accident, but BECAUSE of the choices Shir Shalom made. Thank you, 
truly  for investing in our children, and in our future. Thank you to Phyllis for your leadership, to Rabbi for your 
vision & partnership, to Art for always being by my side, and to each and every one of you for committing your 
time to ensuring that our children had a impactful, joyful Jewish experience every time they walked in and walked 
out of our doors. 

And what a spectacular Hebrew School year it has been!  We closed off our Sunday mornings for the 2021-22 
school year with a vibrant Yom Ha’atzmaut Festival. And, despite it falling on a Spring Sunday – the height of the 
baseball, basketball, and soccer season - our sanctuary was FULL. Our families made the important decision to 
make Jewish education & Jewish living a priority. This, I have found, is a Shir Shalom norm.  We are fortunate, 
indeed. 

Candy Seder at Passover - Experiential Learning!Gan Students making dreidels with Makerspace items 

It was exactly what I envisioned when I presented my footprint of the year to you last July.  Our kids were engaging 
with Jewish content via experiential learning using multiple modalities with their parents by their sides. And for 
those of you who have been to our family programs, you know that every station has an information sheet geared at 
educating our more senior learners while keeping the attention of our youngest members.  And, I am proud to say 
that this indeed was true at our end of the school year Yom Ha’atzmaut celebration, as the one and only Sue Brown 
came back to Hebrew School to get a taste - literally - of the action, and one of our newest members, little Ellie 
Winter, joined us for the fun after playing with her Shir Chadash playgroup that morning. Our parents had donated 
all of the supplies for our shuk shakes, they were taking turns manning the tables, and when I had to step in as a 
substitute, since I had an ill teacher, they cleaned up every inch of the sanctuary til it shone. Israeli music was 
blasting, kids were weaving in and out between stations, deciding what activities best matched their interests and 
skills, helping each other to complete tasks, stepping aside to allow room for their peers to join, and showing off 
their new learning, skills, and most importantly - what we have stressed all year: Jewish values.  “Todahs” echoed 
across the room. 

2021-2022  Hebrew School End of Year Report: What a year it has been!
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Family programming such as this happens every month during Assembly, and it is a beautiful time to witness the full 
engagement of our Hebrew school Community - everyone comes together to donate their time and talents, and everyone 
comes together to learn and laugh.  This year we have done many things, including: baking challah, making mezuzot, 
baking hamantaschen, learning Torah, organizing mitzvah projects, creating kindness bags, making dead sea salt scrub, 
making 18 minute matzah, experiencing a Candy Seder, and learning about the mitzvot by playing lawn games. As 
always, we infuse our experiential learning with Jewish values and we make sure to anchor them into our Shalom 
Learning curriculum so that the kids have a strong Jewish foundation which will spiral every year, further fortifying their 
knowledge base. 

And looking back on those values, the one that I am most proud of is our commitment to the mitzvot, to menschdom, and 
to tikkun olam. The Hebrew School, fortified by the support of our congregation, has spent a year doing just this. We: 
created and distributed 3 dozen dried rice and bean jars for our area food insecure neighbors, 1 dozen hot cocoa jars for 
an area old folks day care center, 4 cases of food to LISTEN neighborhood food pantries this fall, 35 Project Night Night 
Totes & 50 books to HAVEN this holiday season, 3 bags of mittens, gloves, scarves, and hats to area crisis centers this 
January, 65 snack packs and 4 boxes of snacks & pasta to HAVEN during Purim, 1 case of food for area food lockers this 
spring, and food, toiletries, and we cooked a meal for HAVEN this Passover.  We also sent holiday cards to families in 
need and to folks in nursing homes. We also helped clean up our shul - inside & out, and we went out into the community 
to help neighbors who needed a hand with unwieldy yards.  These acts of loving kindness were not just shop-n-drop 
activities, but woven into the fabric of our curriculum, as we learned about the mitzvot associated with holidays & the 
obligations and sacred responsibilities entrusted to us as Jewish people to care for our communities. Equally important is 
the role that the parents played by helping support our mission of repairing the world. They donated their time, cleaned, 
cooked, sorted, tucked, shlepped, and shopped to help us fulfill each project, and they reinforced the importance of what 
we were doing at home.  Our families are spectacular. 

This year we piloted our GAN class, that met WEEKLY, which boasted the highest attendance of all of our classes.  
Through play based curriculum, these small tots learned the weekly Torah portion, all of our holidays, pre-literacy skills 
for Hebrew, and Jewish values.  Literally, if I want to know the answer to something Jewish, my best bet is to ask a Gan 
student.  The future of our school, congregation, and the Jewish people sits, jumps, leaps in that very class. 
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Weekly Parsha Lessons in Gan & Technology in the Hebrew Classroom through the lens of popular culture



Our Shorashim (roots) and Gesher (bridge) classes surpassed my expectations, navigating their way back into the 
classroom after being out of the building for some time.  They took quickly to the values based curriculum, and thrived 
on the discussion based nature of our classes which allow for the essence of Jewish thought: questioning. I was 
impressed by their critical thinking skills and their desire to know more.  Our children were allowed to express 
themselves freely & to explore their Jewish identities in a safe environment, which fostered a sense of community and 
acceptance. At the end of the day, they stayed to ask their teacher more questions, to chat with peers, to play on the Ark, 
and the best yet: to make plans with families for after school.  I rarely could get out of the building within an hour of 
school ending! It’s a good problem to have.

In Hebrew, I’d love to say that miracles happened,... but that would mean that it was unexplainable beyond divine 
intervention.  And, while God’s hand was indeed in it, there was no miracle:  our kids moved mountains in their skills 
because their parents BROUGHT THEM REGULARLY, and because our Hebrew teacher adapted her classroom to 
meet the needs of a VERY diverse population.  Our incoming students had a lot of interruptions to their learning, we had 
a large group of new students with little prior knowledge of the language, and our age ranges in classes made learning 
challenging.  Jen Flaster was incredibly responsive to the professional development that I provided and she entirely 
flipped the structure of her classroom to help the kids achieve while maintaining a fun, accessible, Shir Shalomish 
atmosphere. Equally, if not more importantly, the kids are SO proud of their skills. Not to mention that they think we are 
pretty cool for using technology and integrating pop culture into our lessons.  Encanto and Hebrew anyone?! Shir 
Shalom does it! We also added a tefillah program once a month, and we are so grateful that Rabbi has infused our 
program with prayer and joy.  We know that this will help the kids with their Hebrew, but more importantly with their 
connection to our larger community and to God. 

This has also been a growth year for our bookend programs - Shir Chadash (new song) & Yachad (together) .  We have 
worked tirelessly with other synagogues and state organizations to create opportunities for our teenagers.  And while 
Covid and the weather did not always cooperate, I am pleased to say that we did everything in our power to make this 
year as enticing as possible. We offered casual Zoom sessions, programs that connected the teens to national 
organizations, outdoor activities, synagogue specific programming, statewide programs, and collaborative programs 
with Hanover.  Our teens said that they wanted to connect with other teenagers, and we tried like heck to make that 
happen.  I am proud to report that 3 of our teens signed up for the state wide retreat, and when it was canceled because 
of Covid, all 3 came to our last minute outdoor event at Storrs Pond. Also worth celebrating – This year we have: gone 
hiking, engaged in 2 tikkun olam projects, made homeade pizza & played baseball with Hanover teens, celebrated 
Havdalah at Storrs Pond with teens from across the state, engaged in learning on combatting antisemitism with Stand 
With Us, made cookies for the holidays, and spent hours on Zoom chatting.  Our teens are interesting.  They stand out in 
a crowd because they are mensches.  We have raised good humans.  Perhaps our most engaged teenagers are our 
madrichim, of which we had 4 core kids who came regularly. They were deeply engaged in our school and community. 

Our teachers meet the kids ‘where they are at’
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Equally engaged were our b’nai mitzvah group, whom I am very hopeful will help infuse the teen group 
moving forward. The b’nai mitzvah group had a meaningful program this year, and I am grateful to Rabbi, Art, 
& their mentors for making this year such a success.  Keep your eyes peeled for our July and September dates, 
as we have 3 simchas. This group of kiddos is a real cerebral group who definitely march to a different beat.  It 
is a source of pride that we are not a cookie cutter institution, and that we are helping to develop independent 
and spirited thinkers who are passionate about the arts and social justice. I have spent a fair amount of time 
driving these kids back and forth to locations to help out very busy parents, and it was absolutely a pleasure 
getting to know them on a more personal level.  They are good eggs.  I’d also like to give a giant shout out to 
Art Skerer, who has been a mentor to me and to the parents from the start, and when we realized that our group 
needed a bit more fortifying in the prayer department, he committed his Sundays to coming in to school to work 
with them some more.  The man is a mensch of a man. 

On the other end of the spectrum, with the help of Rabbi Haigh, we have had programming for our smallest 
friends every month, alternating between Tot Shabbats and our Shir Chadash playgroup. Nitzah Winter has 
taken on the unofficial role as ambassador of this group, and she has been wonderful in helping to rally the 
troops for events.  We have actually attracted the attention of our Hanover friends who want to join us. They 
LOVE our big family programs like Hanukkah & Purim. Rabbi & I have worked this year at fostering a 
positive, collaborative relationship with our friends in New Hampshire, and it has yielded beautiful results. One 
of which is that we were awarded a grant to build programming with tot families in the state, & we continue to 
work closely with Kol Ha’emek to build critical mass with our teen & tot programs so that we can collectively 
bring families together to help build Jewish community.  

Which brings me to the words that we begin each and every Sunday with since our very first class in September.  The 
kids put one foot in the air and recite Hillel’s Rule: Treat other people the way you want to be treated.”  And so, 
another beautiful Hebrew School year is in the books.  When Roni and I closed the doors to the school this year, we 
high fived each other, wiped the sweat from our brows, and summed the year up: “So good!” And next year looks even 
better - we have new families signing their kids up for school, and our registration is already hopping! 

Our students learn by DOING - when their hands are busy, their minds are active!
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On our final Sunday, I was bombarded with parents thanking me for a terrific year.  They repeated phrases like “change 
in energy,” and “loved the feel,” and “our kids love being here,” and “it feels like home to them.” And while this felt 
good, and while our numbers look great, and while my heart feels joy seeing the registration fill up, that’s not really 
what it is about.  

You see, WE spent 9 months growing something.  We shaped Jewish souls.  Our children were nurtured by, challenged 
with, stretched because of, and exposed to the joyful world that is Judaism. They did not just create beautiful art 
projects, laugh by the bonfire, chant the aleph bet, collect food, books, or gloves for the needy, or skip across our 
playground holding hands - they lived and loved being Jewish every time they walked in our doors and they represented 
what is BEST about being Jewish every time they walked out of our doors.  WE - Shir Shalom - played a critical role in 
ensuring that the future of the Jewish people is secure.  WE did this.  It did not happen by chance…it is not a miracle…. 
but by the intentional acts of kindness and obligation that every single one of you is responsible for.  And for that, I say 
“todah rabah” -  thank you. 

Our school promotes the 4 cs: collaboration, creativity, communication, & critical  thinking 

Students learn Torah & Jewish values in relevant, accessible ways = they learn to see the world via a Jewish lens 
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Teachers for 2021-2022 School Year:

Gan (Garden): Adam Bornstein
Shorashim (Roots) & Gesher (Bridge) Judaics: Charles Hacker

Shorashim & Gesher Hebrew: Jen Flaster
Yachad (Together) Teens: Leah Gawel & Neva Dru Shindler

B’nai Mitzvah Cohort: Rabbi Haigh & Art Skerker
Tefillah ( Prayer): Rabbi Haigh

Substitute Teacher for Gan, Gesher, Shorashim: Sophia Gawel

Madrichim for 2021-2022 School Year:

Susanna Glass, Sam Kraemer, Anya Pearl, Braelyn Pearl

Vice President of Education:
Roni Skerker

2021-2022 Ed Committee: 
Maurissa Abecassis, Leah Gawel, Sarah Glass, Elliot Goodman, Michelle Rosengarten, Roni 

Skerker, Jessie Slack, Sarit Werner
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