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Dawn and Harvey Loeb, Benefit Dinner Co-Chairs.

This year’s All-School Musical, 
Joseph and the Technicolor 
Dreamcoat, showed once again 
how important each student is 
at Akiba-Schechter. From set 
design to operating the curtain 
to musical accompaniment 
to all the performers, it takes 
pretty much everyone in the 
grades to pull off the show. We 
had three fabulous shows at 
the end of February, and for 
each one Loeb Hall was packed!

Over 200 families and community members participated in the 8th 
Annual Akiba-Schechter Shuffle on the beautiful Sunday of April 29. 

At the Annual Benefit Dinner and Silent 
Auction on March 18, the Akiba-Schechter 
community gathered to honor Rabbi Elliot B. 
Gertel.  Together, we enjoyed music presented 
by the Basa Quartet, an incredible Silent Auction, 
and a presentation by guest speaker Dr. Anna Siegler. 
Thanks to all who supported the event; we raised over 
$250,000 (gross)! Thanks to several grandparents, 
we were also able to realize a comprehensive 
technology upgrade, which is already happily in 
use by teachers, staff and students.

ON THE COVER: 
All-School Photo on the Coleman Family Playground. 
Below, Left to right: Kindergarten teacher Mara Franken 
with student; Upstairs Blue Room teacher Arun Srimani 
and two pre-schoolers study the Kindergarten self 
portraits inspired by Rembrandt; Upstairs Peach Room 
teacher Brianna Weyers helps a student. 
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Starting out
BY KELLI HARRIS

It’s all about relationships in any 
preschool classroom, but this even

truer in a class 
of two year olds. 
For many of the 
children, this 
is the first time 
away from a 
parent, and 
that can be 
scary. Teachers 
of two’s work 
hard to gain the 
trust of both the child and the parent, 
to create a sense of security and an 
extra nurturing environment. Often 
the relationships become extremely 
close and if the teacher is lucky, they 
continue well beyond the two-year-old 
classroom.  

There are three children still at Akiba-
Schechter from my very first class, and 
it has been such an honor to watch 
them mature into these amazing 
young people. It fills my heart when 
one of them still lets me grab a hug 
or reminisces about his toddler years.  
They don’t actually remember the 
events is of no consequence; they’ve 
learned the stories that their parents 
and I have shared with them.  It is a joy 
to catch a glimpse of the child they 
once were in their smiles or when they 
excitedly tell me about a project they 
are doing in the middle school. 

Working in a school that encourages 
such close relationships is truly a 
privilege. I look forward to continuing 
those relationships and taking pride 
in knowing that I played a part in who 
they will become.

Leah Basa – This was hard as there are so many to choose from.  So probably 
playing set (a puzzle game) with Mr. Salk in 5th grade homeroom.  Going into 
5th grade was confusing and hard with the schedule changes, and this puzzle 
game was a nice way to relax and feel comfortable. 

Jack Rubinstein– Soaking the teachers in the water fight, of course! 

Noah Finkielsztein – My memory was from last year when the teachers roasted 
the 7/8th graders.  I found it hilarious, and it was really interesting to see how the 
teachers notice our amusing idiosyncrasies and how well they actually know us.  

Isaac Gordon – My favorite memory of a teacher is when the teachers roasted 
the students.  Not only was it hysterical, but it changed my perspective on the 
teachers and what they know about us. 

Ari Rosenzweig – My favorite memory of a teacher was in Ms. Rotfeld’s class.  
All the students broke open glow sticks and painted with them in the bathroom.  
It ended up looking like a crime scene when the lights went off.  The reason 
why this is so memorable to me is because it was an activity that all the children 
related to and had fun with.  

Annie Silverstein – My favorite teacher memory was when I visited Mr. Salk’s 
class in 2nd grade.  My parents were deciding if I should switch schools and 
wanted to see if I would like Akiba.  Mr. Salk made me feel welcome and at 
home.  Thanks to him, Akiba-Schechter is my second home.  

Polly Hochman – I have so many moments that date back from pre-school at 
Akiba-Schechter, but I will reflect on a more recent one.  Mrs. Gold has inspired 
me to figure out who I really am, challenged me to examine, instead of reject, 
ideas I had started to question and nurtured me by creating a safe environment 
where everyone is respected and feels comfortable sharing their thoughts and 
opinions.  Because of her, I will continue to question and will do so as I accept 
my Judaism as a deep and central part of who I am.  I am most proud to count 
myself amoung the students of Mrs. Gold.   

Jack
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Polly

Ari
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Leah

8th Grade Reflections
What is your favorite teacher memory at Akiba-Schechter?
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Alise Gold works with a student. 

MOTHER’S DAY GIFTS: 
Purple Room students used repurposed 
boxes to make beautiful gifts. 

As part of the Annual Benefit Dinner 
and Silent Auction, our students raised 
over $11,000 in a raffle for a one-of-
a-kind White Sox experience. The top 
sellers, who each sold more than $1,600 
in raffle tickets, received great prizes: Third 
place winner, Gavi Levy, took home a $50 
gift certificate; 2nd place winner, Sydney 
Goldberg, won a Kindle; and 1st place 

winner, Jakey Rosenzweig, earned an iPad. 
When asked how he sold so many tickets, 
Jakey replied, “When you work hard, you 
can get anything you want!”

While we have had many Shabbatons 
at Akiba-Schechter to celebrate bnai 
mitzvot, we have not had many 
Shabbatons organized by teachers and 
hosted in their homes, until Chumash and 
Mishnah teachers Alise Gold and Rabbi 
Noah Baron, who both joined Akiba last 
fall, organized them for each of their 4th 
through 8th grade classes this winter. 

Both Mrs. Gold and Rabbi Baron look 
puzzled when asked why they hosted 
these Shabbatons. For them, it is an 
“of course” thing to do. Says Mrs. Gold: 
“If you invite students into your home, 
you invite them into your life. You’re not 
just a teacher.” She firmly believes that 

you teach a student, not a subject. “If a 
student feels connected and feels that 
the teacher is invested, then he or she is 
going to be more open to the subject.”

Rabbi Baron concurs, “I want to get to 
know my students. No matter how much 
you accomplish in the classroom, it’s still 
a classroom. At home the kids can talk as 
much as they want to; it’s less structured, 
and they can fully express their ideas.” 
The personalized approach to teaching 
at Akiba was a natural segue for him from 
working with small groups of high school 
students at the YU Torah Mitzion Kollel. He 
still hosts a Parsha and Pizza study group 
every Wednesday in Skokie. 

Mrs. Gold taught in New Jersey before 
moving back to Chicago, and says that, 
“Sadly, travel issues made it impossible to 
invite students to my home in New York. 
Akiba is exactly what I wanted in a school. 
It is flexible, I can bring in my ideas, and I 
have the support to organize fun events 
like a Shabbaton.”

While both are quick to thank the parents 
who hosted the sleepovers, Mrs. Gold and 
Rabbi Baron provided the meals, took the 
kids to services, and organized activities 
for the afternoon. Sure enough, after 
these Shabbatons, the kids all wanted to 
have another one. Perhaps every week?

A Shabbaton Creates a Bond

“When you work hard, you 
can get anything you want!

Selling Raffle Tickets

Rabbi Noah Baron plays basketball during recess.  



Any Gift Matters 
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With the help of her grandmother, 2nd grader 
Lila Sefner spent two years collecting change 
to help others. In April, she and her grandmother 
decided to donate the total sum of $29 to Akiba-
Schechter. It took Lila 15 minutes to count the 
change! Lila is a cool kid all around – not only did 
she warm everyone’s heart with her thoughtful 
gift; she also taught the value of giving in the 
best possible way, namely by setting an example. 
But in addition to that, she loves coming to Mrs. 
Rapp’s class, riding her bike, reading Harry Potter, 
and coolest of all, she makes her own toys: most 
recently, a gum ball machine made of paper.
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Third graders throw a 
birthday party for their 
Hebrew Teacher Rivka 
Kahana. 

1st through 5th graders created
paper maché puppets in art class 
to perform in puppet shows. 

A Student and 
a Teacher Relate
A DVAR TORAH BY RABBI HOLMAN

What does the Torah tell us about the relationship between a student and 
a teacher? Yehoshua was known as Moshe’s faithful student. He followed 
Moshe to the foot of Mt. Sinai and waited there for him for forty days. 
When Moshe called upon Yehoshua to lead the battle against an attacker, 
he said, “Choose men for us and go fight Amalek.” When Moshe said, “us,” 
he included himself with Yehoshua. From this, our sages state, “May the 
honor of your students be as dear to you as your own.” 

In another episode, Yehoshua overhears a prophecy of Eldad and Meidad 
stating, “Moshe will die in the desert, and Yehoshua will rule in his stead.” If 
you overheard that you would be the next ruler, wouldn’t you be excited? 
Not Yehoshua. He ran to Moshe and exclaimed, “Moshe, my master, punish 
them!” From this, the sages learn that “the awe of your teacher should be 
like the awe of Heaven.” Throughout the ages, the chain of our tradition 
has been preserved through this kind of student-teacher relationship, a 
relationship of respect and reverence.

THEIR TEACHER GRADUATES: 
Peach Room students surprised teacher Mary Bradford 
with a party to celebrate her earning a Masters Degree in 
Early Childhood Education.  



Teaching a Child to Read 
is the Greatest Privilege
From the time I was a little girl, I wanted to be 
a teacher.  In fact, I taught my younger brother 
how to read by running home and sharing 
what I had learned in school. When I first came 
to Akiba-Schechter in 1988, I had never been a 
principal before and wasn’t certain I would be a 
success, but I knew I could teach. Consequently, 
in our then tiny school, I taught half days and 
administered the other half.  

Over the years, as Akiba-Schechter grew, I have 
often been asked why I continue to teach 
children how to read. The answer is simple: 
reading is the window to learning. It is the basis 
for everything else--the foundation on which 
every other discipline rests. A child’s love for 
reading will enable him to take control of his 
own learning and seek knowledge without 
the aid of an adult. In essence, reading equals 
independence. Sadly, the opposite is also true. 
Many times I have seen children enter our school 
whose reading foundation was laid hastily and shoddily; 
consequently, those children hate learning and feel insecure 
about themselves. Independence, I daresay, is a far-off dream. 
It always pains me deeply to see this, and I double my efforts 
to make sure that this sacred task is done lovingly, gently and 
competently.

Teaching first grade also gives me a unique perspective as 
students grow up, because I know where they started. I can 
speak to parents about their child not from on high, but from 
the position of having taught their child. This is even more 
important with a larger student body, where I can’t talk to 
every child every day. There is no better way of connecting 
with the students than by teaching them at their humblest 
beginnings.  Because of this, I have a relationship with each 

of the students throughout the grades.  When “my” students 
graduate, I feel real ownership.  I, personally, started them on a 
path to a successful academic future. 

This year, I have been privileged to teach my oldest 
granddaughter to read.  She, like many of our Kindergarten 
alumni, came into 1st grade knowing her letters and their 
sounds, but not how they worked together to create words, 
sentences, and stories.  Now, nine months later, she reads 
everything around her without even realizing it.  Her ability to 
read has made her independent in a way that I can’t yet even 
imagine.  I was lucky to give her that.

Multiply that sense of pride by however many children I teach 
every year, and you have some idea why I still spend so much 
time in the classroom. 
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Miriam Schiller reads with a first grader.



“What made the fresh water mussels 
disappear from the Shawnee River?” In 
the Mystery River Project, 5/6th graders 
were charged not only with finding an 
answer to this question, but also with 
presenting a possible solution to the 
city council of fictional Capitol City. This 
involved traditional science units like a 
field trip to Botany Pond at the University 
of Chicago campus to learn how to test 
water samples, or an evaluation of the 
river’s ecosystem. But students also had 
to learn about government, fundraising 
and the town’s economic situation. Most 
importantly, the success of their project 
depended on learning how to ask the 
right questions of science teacher Ms. 
Rotfeld, who gave out information 

only as needed, and only as asked, 
as the project is set up to mimic real-
life research challenges. The students’ 
proposed solutions ranged from the 
simple (planting shrubs to soak up 
agricultural runoff ) and budget-friendly 
($800,000) to the grandiose (building a 
dam) and expensive ($45 million). The 
most fascinating outcome, however, was 
seeing how invested the teams became 
in their assessments and solutions, 
even though this was a demanding 
8-week unit. When they presented their 
findings to a panel of judges, fellow 
students and parents, they were not only 
knowledgeable and poised; they also 
vehemently debated each other.
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A River Runs Through It

A bookworm winds itself 
along the upper walls in 

Room 203.

A bookworm winds itself along the upper 
walls in Room 203. A 7th grader likes to 
stop by to see how much it has grown. 

The worm is part of 
Mrs. Esse’s “50 Books, 50 
States, 50 Days” reading 
unit. For each completed 
book, a colored chunk 
is added to the worm. 
Each student has a 

color, and ten pages represent one inch. 
In preparing to take on Mrs. Sandler’s 
3rd/4th grade during her maternity leave, 
Mrs. Esse read the 50 books that kids in 
each state had voted their favorite. For 
each book, she devised a customized 
questionnaire. Now a map of the U.S. 
graces the classroom, with the title of each 

book written in, and stickers indicate how 
much the Akiba students liked the book.

 “Reading all these books was like a 
vacation,” says Mrs. Esse. In fact, she 
feels as if her current stint at Akiba is a 
vacation. When Mrs. Schiller called to 
ask whether she could leave her life in 
South Dakota to sub for two months, “I 
thought about it for all of 30 seconds.” She 
loves being back. “Once you’ve taught at 
this school, I don’t think you can teach 
anywhere else.” She taught 3rd/4th grade 
at Akiba from 1988-1994, leaving to raise 
her kids close to her parents in South 
Dakota after her husband passed. She 
taught here again in 2005-06, before 
leaving to care for ailing parents. Says 
Josephine Gendler, one of her 2005-06 

students:  “Thanks to Mrs. Esse, I know 
more about economics that most other 
kids going into college.”  Thankfully, the 
current class is also experiencing Mrs. 
Esse’s economics unit, where each child is 
given an imaginary profession and learns 
how to budget. Mini chocolate bars serve 
as currency. 

Mrs. Esse taught in many places, including 
Jerusalem, as her late husband’s career 
as an archeologist for the University of 
Chicago’s Oriental Institute sent them to 
Israel. What has changed at Akiba, and 
what hasn’t? “I love that there’s a ‘real’ 
science teacher now, and that everything 
I need is available. But the caring has 
stayed – that team of teachers who are 
dedicated to having every child succeed.”

A Teacher Returns
5/6th graders test water samples at Botany Pond. 
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Books by Yardena Lilit Matar

Opening worlds of galaxies far away,
Sprites and gnomes making trouble and spells at Hogwarts.

Crime-fighting on the streets, people astray,
Witches turning princes into frogs with warts.

Anne Frank hiding and writing about life,
Alexander Graham Bell inventing phones.

Histories of people living through strife,
Geological tales of earth and stones.

Comedic plays full of charming phrases,
Puck as the mischevious sprite of the fairies.

Alice in Wonderland walking through mazes,
The Ingalls family’s life on the prairie.

Wandering through pages, my mind is ablaze,
With stories and words for all of my days.

We are proud to announce that Akiba-Schechter’s very first 
literary magazine, The Jammed Locker, was published this June. 
It showcases art work, poetry, and stories by students. Many 
thanks to the hard work of English teacher Susan Dickman and 
her student committee who picked that fabulous name, and put 
it all together.

A Literary Magazine is Born

MASTER ARTIST STUDY: Paul Klee by Samantha White (above), 
Vincent van Gogh by Aitan Maeir (below). 


