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Eliza Altabeff, 5, is one of five children enrolled in the LEV: Learning from the Heart program, to begin this fall at the

Mount Kisco Hebrew Congregation. LEV was created by Eliza‘s parents and will combine traditional Jewish learning with a
program tailored to the needs of young-learning disabled students.
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leart and soul

New Hebrew school program
~in Northern Westchester
“aimed al young children
with learning disabilities

By HILARY} LARSON

thexr _son. Jewish

for Amy Spadafi-

5 10 of Armionk, Who is'Jewish; and
her husband, Frank, who'is Catholic.

. Butfinding a Jewish education for ‘Peter,

now §, posedamuch larger: challenge

" Peter has apraxia, a, neurologlcal motor

dlsorder that prevents him ffom speaking

and makes understandmg spoken Ianguage

difficudt,

“Clearl regular Hebrew school was not

going to work,_” recalled Amiy “T'was con-

. cérned:about iow Peter could be exposed to

his Jewish heritage in a-warm a.nd furtur-

ing environment” - -
The answer, at léast for now, is the LEV:

Learriing froth the Heart program. Created

byLindaLi¢ff Altabef,an art teacher whose

* daughter is developmentally disabled, LEV
-is a newly forined Sunday school program

that combines traditional Jewish.learning
with multi-sensory enrictiment taifored to
the needs of learning disabled sttidents.- -
The -once-a-week classes will begin i
Septeriber; with three teachefs providing
individualized attention to eight students
nkindergarten through second grade.
“Twas sorelieved,” Spadafino said of her

discovéry of LEV. “This program is perfect-
for him. Peter will be ablé to-learn about.

‘his heritage from people who understand
and are willing to adapt tohis'way of learn-
ng.”

Parents .of developmenta]ly disabled
children have complained for vears that
Jewish institutions lack programs that
cater to special needs, with-the yesult that
miany Jewish youngsters with speech, lan-

guage and motor delays have ‘been demed a
Jewish education.” [
Whilethatsituation is changmg, and sev-
eral temples and JCGs in Westchiester now
offer special ne¢ds-prograims for childreén,
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have a Jewish education, and in terms of

friends, I wanted her to have that, too,

“I said, T can’t find what I want, so I'm-

going to make what I want.’ And I realized
that alot of the stuff I'd been doihg withart
in the regular classroom is therapeutic for
kids with these issues.”

With guidance from UJA-Federation, Al-
tabef and her husband, Douglas, put up the
initial funding for LEV, although they are
currently searching for a sponsor; tuition
is $1,000 for the academic year, and classes
will be held at Mount Kisco Hebrew Con-
gregation.

In addition to Altabef, the teachmg staff
will include Leah Portnoy Worenklein, a
special education teacher with a Hebrew
school background, and Rachel Singer, a
specialist in deaf education and speech.

Five students have signed up so far for
the program, which Altabef advertised
“through flyers at Jewish community cen-
ters and therapist offices.

“Parents have said, “Thank God some-
one’s doing this,’ ” Altabef recalled. “One
mother said, Tnever thought my son would
be bar mitzvahed. There's a tremendous
need for this.”

Portnoy Worenklein, a rabbi's daughter
with a master’s degree in psychology from
Yeshiva University, agrees.

“For many many years there was noth-
ing available for these kids that allowed
“them to feel good about themselves and not
completely isolated from ‘normal’ kids, »
she said. “The need is much greater than
what is available.”

One major reason, Portnoy Worenklein

- noted, is the difficulty of finding teachers
who are trained in both special education
and Jewish education. Most Hebrew school
teachers arenotequipped tohandle children
of varying abilities, and although there is
a trend toward mainstreaming youngsters
with disabilities in regular classroom, some
children sitaply cannot learn that way.

According to Altabef, LEV will differ
from the mainstream classroom in several
key ways.

Classes will last an hour and a half, rath-
er than the two hours typical of regular
Sunday schools. Rather than sitting in one

place, the children will move around the

room as they are exposed to music, drawing
ahd other forms of multi-sensory stimula-
ton.

difficulties, it's even more difficult to learn

“experience the same concept in nultiple

- sandpaper and feel it, she explained.

“There’s going to be movement all the
time, because itting won't work for these
kids,” said Altabef. “And the teaching is.
very physical. With kids who have language

Hebrew Soinstead of learning a letter, they
might make aletter out of Play-Doh.”

Singer, a speech therapist who is the par-
ent of a spectal needs child herself, will use
sign language to comimunicate with some
of the children. )

“I believe that by using various meth-
ods of teaching — music, visual clues, sign
language — the information will be acces-
sible to the children,” she said. “I really feel
this opens up an entirely uncharted area of
need in the Jewish education system.”

Portnoy Worenklein added that LEV is
also unique in including children with a
range of ages and disabilites. The ratio of
three teachers to eight children is also un-
usual, she said.

- “Tt’s the perfect size for everyone to get
‘the attention he or she deserves, and for
teachers to be able to individualize the ex-
perience for each child as well as let them
gel as a group,” she said,

As for teaching methods, Portnoy Wo-
renklein believes in using whatever works
for a particular child, allowing the child to ~

ways, A student might see a word, draw it
in sand or in the air, make-a cookie out of
the letters and eat it, or.create the word in

While the methods may differ from stan-
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dard synagogue programs, thé conterit will
not, according to Altabef. Holidays, prayers,

Bible stories, basic Hebrew, and traditional
Jewish songs and dances will constitute the
curriculum, LEV also does not cater to any
particular Jewish denomination; sofar; stu-
dents from unaffiliated, Reform and Ortho-
dox families have signed up.

“When it comes down to it, it's a Jewish
education, period,” Altabef said. “Everyone
learns Hebrew, everyone learns prayers,
everyone learns about the holidays. That's
what parents want.”

For information, call Altabef at (914) 666-
2292 0r email her at liefflady24011@aol.com.
Altabef will host an informational plenic
Jor students, prospective students and their
Jamilies on Monday, Aug. 23, at 11 a.m., at
her home.
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