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Jewish day schools, students, parents get educated
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Sisters Adi and Rony Amar study with Columbus Jewish Day School.
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The Sunday before Ohio schools closed last month, Rabbi Avrohom Drandoff, head of
school at Columbus Torah Academy, said he made probably 90 phone calls to student
families.

He first wanted to make sure they were OK and simply connect as the state’s health
situation changed by the hour. He also needed to address a very practical concern: What
kind of technology and other resources did each family need to start virtual learning the
next day?

Some families faced an unanticipated circumstance where several children and their
parents all needed access to a computer, all day. Drandoff made a list of who needed
what, and the Columbus K-12 school distributed Google Chromebooks to its families
throughout Central Ohio.

“Ultimately, we are proud of our community,” he said. “I think the parents have had to
adapt a lot, and I think they are doing an amazing job. And we definitely miss our kids in
the building – it’s a weird reality.”

Schools are now set to be closed through the end of the school year, and Jewish day
schools like CTA and Columbus Jewish Day School are facing the expected challenges, as
well as formulating innovative strategies to keep the school communities connected and
engaged in terms of both secular and religious education.

The Columbus Jewish News talked with the schools’ administrators and families to find
out how they prepared for the massive educational shift and their efforts to ensure school
goes forward, virtually.

Columbus Jewish Day School
By early March, Columbus Jewish Day School was developing a detailed plan for at-home
learning and starting to share it with families at parent-teacher conferences, after being
advised to do so by the Ohio Department of Health.

Head of School Rachel Arcus-Goldberg said Google Classroom was set up and the IT
department created emails for kindergarteners, first- and second-graders at the New
Albany K-6 school (older students already had school email addresses).

The idea was to provide enough to teach the students for two weeks, should there be a
need to self-quarantine. But by the time Gov. Mike DeWine’s order to shut down schools
came down, it was clear school would be closed at least three weeks. The school then
went on Passover break from April 6 until April 17.

When the students left school for the last time, they each were given a tote bag with
materials they would need, including textbooks, whiteboards and markers . Those who
needed them were given Google Chromebooks or iPads.

After a faculty preparation “snow day” March 16, the school started virtual learning March
17.

Each morning starts with an all-school tefillah, a prayer service, and announcements that
bring the student body – including some family and community members – together
virtually. Each Friday includes a Kabbalat Shabbat to wrap up the week. Nearly 100 people
have participated in a single service.

“There is that sense of community – I think we have managed to maintain that,” Arcus-
Goldberg said. “And we can acknowledge the things that are going on that are hard, and I
think that’s helpful for the kids but it’s also helpful for the parents.”

Each grade has at least four 30-minute classes daily, all where teachers and students
participate live. The students also have independent work and breaks throughout the day.
They often stay online to chat with friends in between or after classes, Arcus-Goldberg
said.

“I think first and foremost at this time of isolation, the chance to see his classmates and
teachers has just been a complete and total game changer for him,” CJDS parent Ruth
Rubin said of her sixth-grader, Bram, 11.

One of the hardest aspects of virtual learning is applying it for the youngest students, since
their normal classes are especially hands-on and face-to-face, and the circumstance
presents a massive change for children to wrap their heads around. Dealing with such
challenges, Arcus-Goldberg said teachers are “doing an incredible job” maintaining what
they can of that individualized attention.

“My hope for the future is that we will be back in school like normal as soon as possible,”
Arcus-Goldberg said. “As much as this is working and I think we’re doing a good job, it’s
not the same and it’s not what learning usually looks like at CJDS; it’s not elementary
school at its best.”

Another downside is not knowing what graduation might look like for sixth-graders like
Bram. Moreover, it is unknown if he and his friends will ever take classes in person
together again.

While Bram attends CJDS classes online, his brother, Cobby, 14, is also learning from
home, and both parents are now working from home.

“The biggest challenge for us is trying to carve out those minutes where we can actually
accomplish what we need to accomplish for our work,” said Rubin, who is also CJDS
board president and a teacher herself.

One benefit, however, is parents are able to see more of how schools operates on a daily
basis.

“We are just so grateful for the creativity and stability of the teachers – not just setting up
plans and not just transitioning on a moment’s notice, but being able to change things up,
and experiment and try out a different approach the next day,” said Rubin, whose family
lives in Bexley and belongs to Congregation Agudas Achim in Bexley.

And for kids, there are also a few perks, which Rubin said she hears about from Bram.

“He was pretty grateful he got to sleep in a little bit longer, and he is conscious of the fact
that although he is wearing camera-ready (clothes) on top, he can wear socks and more
comfortable pants,” she said.

Columbus Torah Academy
For CTA Upper School students, virtual learning is a hybrid of their regular schedule – nine
periods have been reduced to four, and teachers can do either Zoom live classes, guided
learning or assign independent work. For Lower School students, coursework varies based
on grade.

Drandoff said the school is also mindful of the needs of each family, as well as what’s age
appropriate. For example, a kindergartener will likely need help starting a Zoom chat, and
parents vary in their ability to assist while meeting their own work and family needs.

“We needed to create ultimately a flexible schedule to give parents the ability to kind of
navigate this,” he said, adding that at the same time, there’s efforts to make sure students
have opportunities to engage with one another. Creative solutions include bedtime
readings by faculty for elementary students, and a virtual game night for high schoolers.

Drandoff said it all revolves around “meaningful, engaging learning” as the ultimate goal.

“We are trying to do the best we can to try to maintain that connectivity to each other,” he
said.

Beth and Daryl Binsky of Bexley have three children attending CTA – Brooklyn, 12, a
seventh-grader; Ilana, 11, a fifth-grader; and Evan, 9, a third-grader. Generally, Beth Binsky
said she’s been impressed with how hard her kids are working, and how well they are
getting along with one another.

Both her daughters have relatively long school days, she said, partly because they also
make time for virtual hangouts with friends.

“There doesn’t really seem to ever be an end to the day because if (they take) breaks –
which I encourage – it just makes the day kind of go long,” said Binsky, whose family
belongs to Beth Jacob Congregation in Columbus.

Binsky said she hasn’t been too hands-on during the school day, other than sometimes
helping interpret instructions. Sometimes her daughters help Evan with his Hebrew
homework, too.

As a freelance graphic designer, Binsky said she also sometimes shares her computer with
the kids, since their home computer doesn’t have a microphone. She’ll use it as an
opportunity to take a walk.

Even though her children miss the after-school activities and social stimulation, they’ve
adopted new habits. She said she especially enjoyed seeing Ilana take part in a virtual
cooking class, where the recipe instruction was all in Hebrew.

“I just think what has been really cool is to see how they’ve adapted to the technology,”
Binsky said.

Contributor Abby Cymerman contributed to this report.
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Evan Binsky, 9, participates in virtual learning with Columbus Torah Academy. 
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