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going the distance
In 1968, Stanley Kubrick released his epic film, 2001: A Space 

Odyssey. In the movie, he placed a number of inventions that 
he thought could be a reality by our current point in time. In 
one particular scene, the protagonist makes a video call to his 
daughter… from space. Amazing that we’ve come that far, and beyond!
 
In the hustle and bustle of today’s world, we can now use amazing  
technologies to not only see and hear each other long-distance, but  
also to share things. We can put 
ourselves “in” places that we would have  
had to spend thousands of dollars 
to reach in days gone by. Given 
our geographic location, our 
options for learning may have 
been extremely limited. No more.
 
And this is why Gratz College decided 
to sponsor the ISJL education 
Newsletter for the month of June. 
Rooted in a rich history of Education, 
Gratz looks to serve a diverse 
population. Much like our trans-
denomination philosophy, Gratz looks 
to pluralisticly engage Jews across all spectrums from all locations. Just as we 
at the Institute look to provide services to communities where they are, Gratz 
also looks to provide high-end learning experiences to students everywhere. 
 
With this in mind, we bring you an entire newsletter dedicated to 
distance learning. Hopefully, you’ll be encouraged to start a new 
journey of discovery.



 

expose your 
community to 

distance 
learning                

Who in your community 
can benefit from distance 

learning? The short answer is: 
everyone! We construct our 
communities on three branches 
– beit k’neset (place of meeting) 
,beit mid’rash (house of study),  
and beit t’filah (house of prayer). 
There are so many distance 
learning opportunities out there, 
and they can speak to each or all 
of these aspects of our community. 
Plus, with all the different options, 
anyone can find a topic of interest. 
When congregants learn about 
a new topic they can bring their 
knowledge to your in-house adult 
education classes, Torah study, or 
other events, allowing everyone 
to feel the positive effects. These 
learners-turned-teachers also 
gain confidence, an enormous 
reward of distance learning. 
Everyone will enjoy these results!

But, if you want specifics, there 
are probably some particular 
(groups of) people you can target. 
First of all, your lay-leaders are 
a great place to start. Encourage 
your congregational president and 
board members to set an example 
by continuing their own education. 
Since they are already so involved 
in congregational activities, their 
learning will find the greatest 
number of opportunities to benefit 
a wide range of people. Learning 
about Jewish resources is one of 

the most 
i m p o r t a n t 
things for 
your board 
members, and 
organizations 
often host webinars to explain how 
to take advantage of what they offer. 
The more your board members 
know, the more they will be able 
to access new ideas and bring 
innovative programming to your 
beit k’neset, your house of meeting. 

Teachers in your religious school 
are also in a position to get a lot 
out of distance learning and to 
bring their new ideas to your beit 
mid’rash, your house of study. 
Continuing their own education sets 
a great example for their students 
and keeps them stocked with 
fresh ideas for the classroom. In 
addition to classes about education 
strategies, teachers might enjoy 
courses about any other topic. 
Perhaps they can take a class about 
Jewish history or Jewish texts, 
and add their personal flair to the 
topics. Maybe they are interested 
in Israel, and after learning about 
the nation’s history they will be 
better equipped to contribute to 
discussions about current events. 

A third group who can reap 
enormous benefits from distance 
learning are people who have not 
had a lot of previous exposure 

to Jewish education. Perhaps 
someone in your community is in 
the process of converting or has 
recently converted to Judaism, 
and is eager to gain the Jewish 
knowledge they did not get as a 
child. Lots of people who have been 
Jewish their whole lives missed 
out on Hebrew School or have 
forgotten what they learned, and 
they are probably also looking to 
update their knowledge. Distance 
learning can offer opportunities 
not found in your community, 
either because of size or time 
constraints. Encouraging them to 
find online learning opportunities 
shows that you care about their 
education, and invites them to 
learn in whatever way works for 
them. As they gain confidence they 
will be more willing to contribute 
to synagogue activities. Even if 
they do not take on leadership 
roles, it is likely that they will 
be more capable participants in 
prayer, enhancing your beit t’filah. 

Our synagogues are houses 
of study, houses of prayer, and 
houses of meeting. By encouraging 
all of our members to continue 
their studies, we enhance all the 
other activities that go on there. 

By Allison Poirier, 1st Year ISJL Education Fellow
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working towards a degree while 
working in oklahoma 
By Dr. Eliyahu Krigel, Director of Education- Congregation B’nai Emunah Tulsa, OK

After receiving my Masters in Jewish 
Education from the William 

Davidson School of Education at the 
Jewish Theological Seminary, I knew 
I wanted to continue my studies and 
eventually obtain my next degree. 
Along with working full time while 
a student, I felt the program I chose 
next had to be conducive to working 
professionals. School leadership and 
administration is where my heart lies 
and, after critically looking across the 
nation and globe, I applied to Gratz 
because of their incredible program. 
I am so happy with this decision! 
Recently, I completed my last course 
at Gratz after five years in the Doctoral 
Program. 

The Ed.D. Program at Gratz resonated 
deeply with my soul’s longing to 
take my learning to the next level, 
happening on a personal, professional, 
and academic plane. The Gratz 
program gave me the tools necessary 
to clarify my educational vision. I had 
the opportunity to work closely with 
top educational minds 
in the field, ones 
who challenged and 
supported me to think 
critically about Jewish 
education  in the 21st 
Century.  

The students I learned with while at 
Gratz became close colleagues, offering 
a wide network of support. The diverse 
student population at Gratz fosters 
close camaraderie in the distance 
classroom via video conferencing, 
phone conversations, and continuous 
posts online. Until my experience 
at Gratz, I was educated through a 
Jewish lens within the Conservative 
movement and at Pardes in Israel. 

I greatly appreciated that I had 
the opportunity to learn from Jews 
and non-Jews from a variety of 
backgrounds and observance 
levels, greatly enhancing my overall 
understanding of my specific role 
as an educational leader. 

In addition to the incredible 
students, the outstanding faculty 
at Gratz know their material, 
and I found each and every class 
to be rich in content and best 
practices in instruction as well. I 
cannot recommend Gratz enough to 
any teacher or administrator within a 
Jewish school who wants to attempt 
to achieve greatness. Gratz can help 
them get there!  The student-centered 
education I received at Gratz made 
me feel I have a voice in the important 
conversation regarding Jewish 
continuity, community, learning, and 
identity. The school’s mission isn’t to 
mold their students into something 
they are not. The idea is to bring out the 
best in each student and to challenge 

them to take 
their learning 
to a profound 
level. I felt the 
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 
and the professors 
at Gratz work 
collaboratively to 

set up all their students for success.  I 
always received immediate responses 
from my professors and I was held 
accountable every step of the way.  

Along with the stimulating classes I 
was able to take at Gratz, one was 
based on action research. For this 
class, I developed the Jewish Education 
Type Indicator which is an assessment 
tool teachers can administer to their 

students. I appreciated the action 
research class at Gratz because it gave 
me the platform needed to support and 
encourage my original research. The 
classes had scope and sequence and 
when I was taking this class as my final 
course, I was able to see how each of 
the other classes I had the opportunity 
to take led up to the independent work 
needed to be successful in this action 
research class. 

I had a very positive experience of 
distance learning at Gratz.  What I 
appreciated about the program was 
that not only were we encouraged and 
required to post regular comments 
to address essential issues in our 
courses, it was tantamount for us also 
as Doctoral Students to participate in 
a monthly Doctoral Seminar that was 
convened through video conferencing.  
Along with many of the lectures and 
class forums, video conferencing has 
become key to the distance learning 
process because it adds a face and 
personality to the experience. Instead 
of typing away at home in an isolated 
environment, video conferencing 
opened up my distance learning 
experience in a very positive way by 
making it real, relevant, and specific to 
my home institution.
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“The Ed. D. Program at 
Gratz resonated deeply 

with my soul’s longing to 
take my learning to the 

next level...”
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tips and tricks for online learning   
By Sam Kahan, 2nd Year ISJL Education Fellow

Online learning is an excellent 
alternative to classroom 

learning for those of us with busy 
schedules. Not only is distance 
learning a wonderful tool to 
enhance your students’ knowledge, 
but also a great way to continue 
your education. If you have ever 
taken an online class, you may be 
familiar with some of the lulls that 
sometimes accompany distance 
learning. So how do we make 
distance learning feel as fruitful 
and exciting as in-classroom 
learning, you ask? Great question!
 
Here are a few tips and tricks that 
might help on your journey to 
become a successful online learner: 

•Be part of the community: 
Be sure to reach out to your 
classmates to discuss class 
material or assignments. One 
of the most enriching aspects of 
a classroom is the relationships 
you build with your peers; do not 
forgo that simply because you do 
not sit in a physical classroom! 

•meet the other students: 
Build strong relationships 
with your peers, it may be nice 
to meet them face-to-face, 

if possible. If an in-person 
gathering is out of the question, 
Skype and other technologies 
make it easy for people to 
“see” each other virtually. 

•same time and place for every 
session: Set aside a specific 
time and space in which you 
will be learning. Make sure it 
is a space where you will be 
minimally distracted and can 
concentrate as if you are in a 
classroom. If your home or 
home-office is distracting, it 
may be wise to head to a library 
or coffee shop. Designating 
a space for learning will help 
you focus on the task at hand!

•make sure you have the right 
technology: There is nothing 
more frustrating than trying 
to participate in a webinar or 
GoToMeeting conversation when 
your internet is not cooperating. 
Before getting started make sure 
you have a place with a strong 
internet connection. If you will 
be using a webcam, microphone, 
or headphones, make sure they 
are functioning and ready to 
go for your session. You’ll be 
thankful you took the extra time 
to test your technology when 

everything goes smoothly!

•speak loud and clear: When 
communicating via the internet, 
it is important to annunciate 
and speak loudly so that 
everyone may understand 
you. Though you may think 
your pace is understandable, 
it might be difficult for fellow 
students to understand and 
hear what you have to say. 
You may need to slow down 
your normal rate of speech.

•don’t surf on other websites: 
While you might be tempted to 
check Facebook and email during 
your allotted online learning 
time, take a break from outside 
websites. You wouldn’t surf 
the web sitting in a classroom, 
so be sure not to do so when 
sitting in your virtual classroom.

•think of it as in-person 
learning: Just because you 
are learning virtually, does not 
mean you cannot utilize the 
strengths and methods that have 
helped you succeed in the past. 
Are you a note taker? Maybe 
you like to make flashcards 
to help you remember? Don’t 
scrap whatever has helped you 
be successful. Instead use them 
to your advantage to make 
online learning work for you!
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Most distance learning uses 
technology to connect people 

and resources across any distance. 
Many times, when we want to engage 
in distance learning, we are hoping 
to gain knowledge and experiences 
that will help us better understand 
things happening in other parts of 
the world. It seems that in order to 
do this, we need to reach beyond our 
congregation. Maybe this thought 
isn’t always true. Think of the people 
in your community. Did everyone 
grow up there? My guess is that 
you actually know a lot of people 
who have moved to your community 
from other cities, states, or even 
countries. Why not encourage them 
to share their unique story and their 
life experiences with the rest of the 
congregation? 
 
If we take the time to reach out 
by reaching in, we have the added 
benefit of learning more about 
people who we care about and with 
whom we share a spiritual home. It’s 

also a meaningful way to engage and 
include congregants who might not 
otherwise have been inclined to help 
facilitate a community program. 
Since many people experience 
reservations about the idea of 
presenting themselves formally to 
a group of peers (some might even 
have stage fright), try inviting several 
people to share their story on one 
night. The setting can be informal 
and can include the presenter’s 
favorite foods from where they grew 
up. It is also a good idea to send out a 
basic outline of topics for presenters 
to fill in. You can, of course, tailor 
your list to fit what your community 
wants to get out of the evening. Some 
suggestions are: Name your favorite 
childhood memory. When and why 
did you move? What is the biggest 
difference between life here and 
where you grew up? When speakers 
have an idea of the flow expected for 
the evening, they’ll be much more 
prepared and comfortable when it 
comes time to share their story!

grateful to gratz: flexiBility
By Rabbi Holly Cohn, Incoming Rabbi at Temple B’nai Israel- Albany, GA

Participation in the ISJL 
conference changed the course 

of my rabbinate and significantly 
helped me develop not only 
personally, but the scope of my 
Rabbinate.   The conference has 
done so not only because of the 
content, sessions, and amazing 
people I met there, but because I 
learned about Gratz College. Their 
distance learning opportunities, as 
well as the Gratz College Midcareer 
Fellowship, has made going back to 
school more affordable – in many 
regards.  I am currently studying 
for a Master’s degree in Jewish 

Communal Service & Non-profit 
Management.  I absolutely love it.  I 
find it academically fulfilling, as 
well as a space that provides me 
the opportunity for some major 
self-reflection.  Being online, I am 
able to go to school in clothing I feel 
comfortable in. Furthermore, I get 
to “attend class” according to my 
schedule, one which varies greatly 
from day-to-day. Even though I am 
in school, I can continue to serve 
a congregation full-time. Not only 
that, but I have found that what I 
am learning may be applied directly 
to the work I do in the community.  

outreach, or inreach?  
By Elaine Barenblat, 2nd Year ISJL Education Fellow



Jewish distance learning 
continues to grow quickly these 

days. There always seems to be a 
new initiative out there promoting 
a different form of it. At times, 
it can overwhelm us, and even 
make us not want to do it at all. 
But have no fear – listed below 
are some different ways we can 
incorporate this type of learning 
in our programs, at a variety of 
different levels of involvement.
 
Small:
• When class is not in session, 

students can continue a 
discussion online. Pose an open 
ended question and allow some 
(moderated) debate. Encourage 
students to find resources online 
to contribute to the discussion. 
You can easily do this with 
email, Facebook, Twitter (with 
abbreviated messages), or 
through the Behrman House 
Online Learning Center.

• Using a class webpage or Facebook 
page, post an article or activity for 
students to do at home before class. 
This allows you to use the Internet 
to maximize your in-class time.

• Ask your Fellow to connect you 
with another community inside 
or outside of our region, and have 
your class exchange group videos 
or messages once a week with 
another classroom from “across 
the country.” Your students 
can learn that Jews throughout 
the world are quite similar!

Medium:
• For adult and teen education, 

encourage them to set up an online 
chav’rutah (study partner) to talk 
about all sorts of Jewish texts and 
Jewish ideas.  It will help them 
to meet Jews around the world, 
and will help them get different 
opinions that might not be present 
in their community. Check out 
Project Zug, Torah Without 
Borders, or Partners in Torah!

Large:
• Set up an online scavenger hunt 

for your students to take part in 
throughout the school year. As 
everyone learns a topic in class, 
they can be given tasks to do 
from home via the Internet. The 
person who finishes each round 

first gets points, and the student 
with the most points at the end 
of the year wins a nice prize!

• Call up a Jewish educational 
institution of your choice, and see 
if they already have/will set up on 
online class for some congregants 
at your synagogue. Some great 
organizations to ask are any of 
the major rabbinical schools (The 
Jewish Theological Seminary, 
Hebrew Union College, Hebrew 
College), Mechon Hadar, The 
Florence Melton School, Gratz 
College, The Conservative Yeshiva, 
Pardes, and many others.  The 
possibilities are  virtully endless!

• Ask your local Jewish leaders to 
see if your city has a sister city. If 
so, find a school in said city and 
set up an online meeting with an 
Israeli class of a similar age. Then, 
pair off and allow the students to 
establish email conversations (or 
pen pals) with Israeli students. 
You can usually discover your 
sister city through Wikipedia. 
 
No matter the scale, Jewish 
distance learning can be 
meaningful to all those involved!  

go Big or...go small! (they’re Both great!)
By Dan Ring, 2nd Year ISJL Education Fellow
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a n y m e e t i n g  ( f o r m e r l y 
freebinar) 

This platform for video chatting 
includes plug-ins for screen 
sharing, social media integrations, 
and event management tools. It 
is completely free for up to 200 
people per meeting! 

Brainshark

This webinar platform offers 
major tracking capabilities. Unlike 
traditional frontal learning, you 
create and post material and then 
allow people to view it as they 
can or want (on-demand).  The site 
tracks what and how your attendee 
moves through the content, so that 
you can support each in the best 
manner possible.

free conference calling 

If you’re looking for something a bit 
simpler, Free Conference Calling is 
your thing! You can screen-share 
and facilitate a conference call for 
up to 1000 people.  The audio is 

great, and you can also record the 
call for future use.

google hangouts 

Hangouts are, in my opinion, the 
most efficient technology to gather 
up to nine other people together 
in real-time.  This feels most like 
a group of people all in one room 
hanging out. (See what I did there?) 
Participants must have a Google or 
Google-hosted web ID, and free 
programming involves screen 
sharing, a chat function and Google 
effects for silliness. 

gotomeeting

GoToMeeting is the simplest way 
to look very professional. With 
face to face webcam and a great 
collaboration feature, test out 
GoToMeeting’s 30 day free trial to 
see all the amazing features. 

Joinme 

This is strictly screen sharing 
application (no VoIP – voice over 

internet protocol). The recording 
feature is only on the pro version 
(which you can trial for two 
weeks free). This is an easy way of 
interacting with up to 250 people, 
and it works on computers, tablets, 
and phones.  

meetingBurner 

Meeting Burner is another popular 
webinar provider with a great set 
of tools. They have a forever free 
account with no ads for up to five 
(5) people. The coolness factor here 
is you can collaborate on a session 
because it allows you to change 
presenters.

skype 

Since it is one of the most well-
known VoIP phone companies, 
many people may already have 
accounts. While I am a huge Skype 
fan, I think it’s best in a one-on-one 
capacity (and free!). They have a 
screen sharing option and group 
video calls on their premium plan 
for $59.88/year. 

service Video chatting screen share # of participants free?

X X 200 X

Unlimited

X 1000 X

X X 10 X

X X 25

X 10 X

X X 5 X

X X 2 X

great tools for distance learning   
By Amanda Winer, 2nd Year ISJL Education Fellow
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As it does every summer, the two-year ISJL Education Fellowship must come to an end for a 
group of Fellows. Those who are finishing their 2nd year may travel to great distances for their 
next steps in life. We appreciate all they have done for us: the countless programs, endless 
miles travelled to serve communities, and the wonderful relationships they have built. We 
hope they will keep in touch (via any number 0f distance-reducing tech options featured in 
this newsletter) and wish them the best of success in all of their future endeavors.

Adam will take his life immediately up the road to Memphis, Tennessee where he will be 
serving as the Director of Development of the Pi Kappa Alpha Fraternity. 

Amanda will head to the Big Apple, where she will begin graduate work in Education and 
Jewish Studies at NYU’s Steinhardt School of Culture, Education and Human Development. 

Dan will begin teaching high school history in a public school in the Washington, D.C. area, 
bringing along many skills and ideas he learned in the Fellowship.

Elaine will occupy a new position (the first of its kind) in Boulder, Colorado, working as the 
Adventure Educator with the Adventure Rabbi Program. 

Sam will travel to Baltimore, Maryland to begin her studies at the University of Maryland 
School of Social Work.

Thanks for two great years! Shalom y’all!

SHALOm CHAvEIRIm!!!    goodBye friends!!!
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SHALOm CHAvEIRIm!!!    goodBye friends!!!

 Goldring/Woldenberg Institute of Southern Jewish Life
 
  please contact rachel stern 
  or raBBi matt dreffin 
  at 601.362.6357  
  or Visit www.isJl.org
  for more information.   

ISJL Education Staff, 2013-2014
Rachel Stern, MAJE/MAJCS, Director of Education
Rabbi Matt Dreffin, MAJE,  Asst. Director of Education
Elaine Barenblat, 2nd year Fellow
Missy Goldstein, 1st  year Fellow
Alachua Haskins, 1st  year Fellow
Sam Kahan, 2nd year Fellow
Allison Poirier, 1st  year Fellow
Dan Ring, 2nd year Fellow
Lex Rofes, 1st year Fellow
Adam Wassell, 2nd year Fellow
Amanda Winer, 2nd year Fellow
Shirley Eriksen, Administrative Support 
 

ISJL Staff
Macy B. Hart, President/CEO
Michele Schipper, Chief Operating Officer
Rabbi Marshal Klaven, Director of Rabbinic Services
Malkie Schwartz, Director of Community Engagement
Ann Kientz, Director of Programming
Beth Kander-Dauphin, Development and Communications Coordinator
Nonnie Campbell, Administration
Betsy Samuels, Chief Financial Officer
Lynda Yule, Administrative Assistant
Rachel Jarman Myers, Museum Project/Special Projects Coordinator
Charlett Frumin, Development
Jitu Patel, Technology

community spotlight: 
lafayette, louisiana
By Adam Wassell, 2nd Year ISJL Education Fellow
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Our job as Education Fellows 
is to individualize the 

ISJL Curriculum in order to tackle the specific needs of each community we serve. During my summer 
visit to Lafayette, Louisiana I was asked to teach a confirmation class for the one High School student., 
Matt. Their school has students of all ages but no other High School students to create a confirmation 
class. So as Fellows normally do, I said “YES,” without really having a plan. Upon arriving in the office 
the following week, I posed the assignment to our team to generate ideas for a class structure, as well as 
the information we should cover. Within two weeks, we had a plan and I was ready to begin teaching. 

First, the classes were to be held using Google Hangout, that way Matt and I could create a virtual classroom. 
Our schedule was to meet twice a month for eight months. Each month’s lesson was framed around a 
Jewish value that routinely correlated to an event or situation currently happening in Matt’s life. After 
taking a trip to Lafayette to meet him, our relationship began to grow and his work and dedication began 
to improve. The following weeks saw his schedule begin to pick up; it was baseball season! Although, 
his school days were long and his practice schedule was rigorous, his commitment to confirmation 
grew. His confirmation class concluded with his leading of worship. It was my absolute pleasure to help 
this young man grow both in his connection to Judaism and in his responsibilities as a young man. 

The goal of confirmation is to keep students engaged in Judaism in the years following their B’nei Mitz’vah. It is 
to help students gain insight into the role Judaism will play in their lives as they develop into adults. Our hope is 
that students have the opportunity to face the issues of being a teenager through a Jewish lens, understanding 
the overlap between Judaism and the rest of their lives. No matter how the class is conducted, either in-
person or virtually, confirmation empowers young Jewish adults to strengthen their identities and grow.

the first instance of distance communication may come from 1 samuel 28 when 

saul tried to communicate with samuel... after he had died.

 
a lesson 

from 
dreffin


