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Lo alecha hamlacha ligmor,
V’lo ata ben chorin lehibatel mimena

“It is not for you to complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it.”

Pirkei Avot
Dear Talmud Torah Families,
The rabbis who authored Pirkei Avot, a Mishnaic book of timeless advice and wisdom, conveyed their ideas using few words.  The famous quotation written above epitomizes the idea that no matter how hard we work and how glorious the results, we always have more work to do.  Yet, the same quote does not allow us to rest on our laurels.  No place, organization, or thing is ever perfect.  Left alone, without continuous attention, places lose their beauty and inner vitality.  Without a continued spirit of community building, programming withers.  A building without the heart and soul of its congregants is but an empty shell.  So, the responsibility lands squarely on our shoulders to continue to create with great vigor ways to keep this congregation alive and vibrant.  Knowing that the work never ends, we understand that an institution is a work in progress, never quite at the place we want it to be.

How does this translate to the Talmud Torah?  Work is never complete on the school level in particular.  No matter how good a school is, it can always be better, and this is the attitude we need to be aware of as we set to work.


Where do you, the families of our Talmud Torah students, fit into this picture?  How does this quote from Pirkei Avot translate for you?  You are your child’s primary Jewish teacher.  You are the key and the doorway to this community, to this synagogue.  It is through your practice and your example that your child learns to be a Jew in this world.  You, as much as the Rabbi or the Director of Education or the Talmud Torah teachers, need to ask yourself what you can do to participate in this essential work.  How can you further the process?  All of us need to work to finish the job that will never be complete.
Understanding this, when you send your child off to Talmud Torah to learn to be a knowledgeable Jewish citizen, be aware of the impact that you make on you child’s Jewish education.  Being proactive and genuinely interested can make a real difference in your child’s attitude toward Talmud Torah.  Ask what your child is learning; do homework together with your child; participate in Family Holiday Celebrations, Mishpaha Family Learning Programs, and Shabbat Club.  Be a visible reminder to your child that you too are an active participant and learner in the synagogue community.  Doing this will help you child and your family actualize the mission of the school: to instill a love of and passion for Torah, Avodah (prayer and service), Gemilut Hasadim (acts of loving kindness), and Israel.


May we enjoy great success as we continue with energy and pride to work on the job that will never be completed.


B’virchat Shalom,

Rabbi Chaya Oliver

Director of Education
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About This Handbook

This handbook contains important information regarding the operation of Congregation B’nai Zion Talmud Torah. Included here you will find our policies and procedures explained in detail. Please take time to read it completely. Some of our policies have changed this year. Please take special note of them. Keep this book as a resource and refer to it throughout the school year.

Our Mission                                                                                                 

The mission of education at B’nai Zion is to create a nurturing community based on the values and rituals of Conservative Judaism in an inclusive environment. We strive to instill a love of and passion for Torah, Avodah (prayer and service), Gemilut Hasadim (acts of loving kindness), and Israel reflecting the best practices and high standards of Jewish Education. 

The Goals

Congregation B’nai Zion Talmud Torah bases its program on the belief that fostering Jewish continuity requires a solid Jewish education.  Upon completion of their formal Jewish education, our students should be able to:

· Live ethical Jewish lives

· Perform acts of tikkun olam (the concept of "repairing the world")

· Participate actively and competently in prayer services

· Read Hebrew prayers

· Perform mitzvot (act according to the commandments)

· Demonstrate a connection to and love for the State of Israel

· Identify as a member of k’lal Yisrael (the world Jewish community)

The Curriculum
The school is committed to offering a quality program that allows students to participate in their learning, discover meaning in their studies, and more deeply understand their Jewish experiences. The school accomplishes these goals through its variety of classroom learning activities, including:

· Art, music, drama and out-of-the-classroom experiences

· Instruction according to each child’s developmental level

· Social interaction between students and with educators

· The school’s partnership with the student’s home life

· Family education programming 

Hebrew

Within our present time structure, it is not our goal to teach Hebrew as a spoken language. Instead, Hebrew will be taught for reading and tefillah (prayer) fluency to enable our students to understand the prayers and be comfortable and competent participating in synagogue services here at B’nai Zion as well as in the larger community. In Gan, Aleph and Bet, students will use a pre-primer and a primer in order to increase their Hebrew reading fluency.  In Gimmel through Zayin, students will use Mitkadem, a self-guided Hebrew curriculum supervised by their teachers.  This will give students the opportunity to read at their own pace and to excel at their own level.

Chugim
This year, students in Gimmel through Zayin will learn about and experience the Jewish holidays through chugim (electives).  Chugim are an opportunity for children to have choice in their education.  Some of the chugim that we are looking to include this year are art, drama, music, dance, and cooking.
Appointments

Anyone desiring an appointment to see Rabbi Chaya Oliver, Director of Education, or any member of the teaching staff is expected to telephone the synagogue office to make an appointment. Our number is 915-833-2222. Appointments are important so that we can give you our full attention. Please note that teachers will not be able to meet with you during those times when class is in session. Also, teachers are not free to engage in conversations with parents just before the beginning of the class session as they have preparation responsibilities. For your convenience, telephone conferences can also be arranged. Let us know which you prefer.

Arrival
· On Sundays, classes for Gan through Zayin begin at precisely 9:00 AM.  

· On Wednesdays, classes for Gimmel through Zayin begin at precisely 4:00 PM.  

Attendance Policy & Reporting Absences
Regular attendance is considered one of the most important elements of any successful educational program. Because so much of what we do at B’nai Zion Talmud Torah is in the nature of group work, independent study and tutoring are not satisfactory substitutes for class attendance.

All students are required to attend at least 75% of all class sessions to be promoted to the next grade each year and to maintain eligibility for a bar or bat mitzvah for children in 3rd grade and up.  Please note that the 75% attendance rate allows for no more than 6 absences for students in Gan through Bet and no more than 14 absences for students in Gimmel through Zayin. Students with lower than a 75% attendance rate will receive an incomplete for the year and must arrange to satisfactorily complete course work for promotion. 

When you know your child will be absent, please call 915-585-2248 and leave a message to alert us.  When appropriate, our teachers, staff, families and students can schedule visits with ill classmates to fulfill the mitzvah of bikkur cholim, visiting the sick.  We can also arrange make-up work for the missed session.  If your child misses two consecutive Talmud Torah days, his or her teacher will call your home.

Bar/Bat Mitzvah

Talmud Torah is one way of meeting B’nai Zion’s educational requirements for bar or bat mitzvah.  At B’nai Zion, we separate the elements of bar or bat mitzvah preparation into skills-based preparation (Torah and Haftarah readings, the service, and the d’var Torah) which takes place individually with a tutor, and general preparation (learning the prayers, mitzvot, and values that young Jewish adults should know), which takes place at Talmud Torah.  For this reason, it is important not to schedule bar or bat mitzvah tutoring during school hours.  Missing Talmud Torah means missing out on important learning.  In addition, Talmud Torah continues through the end of seventh grade, regardless of when your child’s bar or bat mitzvah date occurs.  We expect that your child will continue to learn with his or her class until the end of the school year.

Behavior or Academic Problems

It is important that the time our students spend in Talmud Torah be both positive and productive. If your child is having problems, either academic or behavioral, the teacher will notify you directly by telephone or in writing. Should the problem continue, a conference will be arranged. It is our school’s policy that we will not allow a child to remain in the classroom displaying behavior that disrupts the class. Should we need to call you to pick up your child early (because of class disruption) we appreciate your cooperation in picking them up promptly and helping us avoid a recurrence of the misbehavior.

Cell Phones

Students with cell phones must keep them turned off and out of sight during Talmud Torah time.  Parents and students may communicate with each other through the Talmud Torah office, 915-585-2248.  Parents --- please program this number into your own cell phone.

Communication

There will be one Talmud Torah email each week, which will be sent on Tuesdays and will include information on upcoming events, schedule changes, and other items families need to know about.  If you did not list an email address on your child’s registration, please contact Rabbi Chaya Oliver at bzeducation@gmail.com

Each week, your child’s teacher will send an email update to the entire class.  You will be provided with your child’s teacher’s email and phone contact information should you wish to contact him or her directly.

In addition, there will be a Talmud Torah calendar updated monthly on the Congregation B’nai Zion website, as well as information posted on the El Paso Jewish Community Calendar.  Please check each month for these updates.

Discipline


Every student and teacher at Talmud Torah is responsible for creating an environment where meaningful learning can take place.  This kind of environment depends on students showing kavod (respect) for their teachers, their classmates, their classrooms, and themselves.  Talmud Torah time is limited and precious, and the teachers will take the disciplinary steps necessary to avoid interrupting a lesson, including warnings, making eye contact, standing near a student who is disruptive, and separating students who are disruptive.  If a student’s or students’ presence in the classroom continues to disrupt learning, the teacher will issue one more warning.  If the behavior continues, the student or students will be sent to the Director of Education and the parents will be called.

Any behavior that compromises the safety of other students, including physical violence, will result in the student being sent to the Director of Education immediately and the parents or caretaker being called to take the student home.  Ongoing serious behavioral problems will be evaluated with parents and staff.

Dismissal

· On Sundays, all students will be dismissed at 12:00 PM.

· On Wednesdays, all students will be dismissed at 6:00 PM.

Parents of students in Gan, Aleph and Bet (K, 1 and 2) must come into the building to pick up their children.  Children in the older grades will be dismissed to the parking lot.

Early Dismissal Request Policy


In the past early dismissal requests have created a major educational distraction in the classroom as well as unnecessary disruption in the school office. Interrupting class session to excuse students early compromises the educational continuity of class work for all students. To create a better classroom environment, we strongly urge you to make all doctors’ appointments, sports participation, clubs and family gatherings start after Religious School dismissal time. We will be happy to speak with coaches, play directors, band leaders, etc. to help you explain the importance of completing the required hours of our program. Having spoken to many such people over the years, we have found them to be very cooperative.
Should you find that early dismissal is still required, please follow this procedure:

1. Send your child to school with a signed note explaining the reason for the early dismissal request

2. Students will be sent to the office ONLY during break time. Break times are Sunday mornings from 10:00 am to10:15 am and Wednesday afternoons from 4:55 pm to 5:05pm.
3. We will not dismiss students at any other time than break time.

4. Parents must come into the school office to sign the student out.
5. Missed class time from early dismissal will be added to the student’s absence record.   4 late arrivals and or early dismissals will be counted as one absence.
Flyers


Flyers will be sent home with students outlining various activities and programs throughout the year. Please check your child’s bags regularly since these flyers are time sensitive.
Family Holiday Celebrations

At Talmud Torah, we don’t just learn about the holidays – we live them!  We invite you to join us for any of our Family Holiday Celebrations.  These celebrations will have a parent component, an opportunity to work and have fun with your child.  These are not just for Talmud Torah kids, so feel free to bring your friends along!  Please refer to the schedule for exact dates.

Food


Talmud Torah will have a snack available for purchase each day. If you wish to provide your child with additional snacks, you may do so as well.  Please be aware that all of Congregation B’nai Zion’s buildings observe kashrut, which means that no home cooked/prepared food (even if the home is kosher) is permitted in the school. If your child brings a snack from home, it must be packaged, either dairy or pareve AND have a Hechsher (a kosher seal) on it. Children will not be permitted to eat during classes, only before class begins and during the break. GUM CHEWING IS NOT ALLOWED IN CLASS.
Health and Safety

The health and safety of our students is of the utmost concern to us.  If your child contracts an infectious disease (e.g., chicken pox, head lice or strep throat) please let the office know and do not send your child to school.  If your child gets sick during school hours, we will call you to bring him or her home.  If your child is taking any medication that may affect his or her school performance, please inform the office.  We will not distribute any over-the-counter medication without written or verbal permission from a parent or guardian.

In addition to basic first aid supplies and an endless stream of compassion, we have a phone and an internet connection in the Talmud Torah office.  If the need arises, we will be able to contact the police and fire departments instantly.  If you or your child encounters a situation where you think police or fire department involvement is necessary, please let us know and we will make the appropriate calls.  

Homework

Homework is a valuable tool for extending Jewish learning throughout the week.  It can help students review and retain what they learn each day, and can serve as a springboard for family discussions about what your child is learning.  Teachers will assign homework depending on the day and the lesson, and will check the students’ work when it is due.  Some examples of homework include: reading practice, writing letters, asking parents about the origin of the family name, lighting candles at home on Hanukkah, or clipping a newspaper article that pertains to the Jewish community or to Israel.  Homework is meant to be a learning aid, and will be both age-appropriate and reasonable.  If you have questions about your child’s homework, please contact Director of Education Rabbi Chaya Oliver or your child’s teacher.

Interfaith Families

Like B’nai Zion, Talmud Torah warmly welcomes all students who wish to pursue a Jewish education.  As a community, we maintain the standard of matrilineal descent, which means that to be halakhically (according to Jewish law) Jewish, one must be born to a Jewish mother.  If one is not born to a Jewish mother, one must undergo a conversion process prior to becoming a bar or bat mitzvah.  We understand this is a delicate subject, and strive to work sensitively with families in the months and years preceding a child’s 13th birthday.  If you have any questions about conversion, please contact Rabbi Stephen Leon at 915-833-2222.

Kippot


All boys are required to wear a kippah (headcovering) at all times in Religious School. Since we are an egalitarian congregation, we strongly encourage our girls to also cover their heads during class. Each student must have his or her own kippah. Please provide a bag with several extra kippot to keep in your child’s book bag. Extra kippot are available in the school office for a fee of $1.00. We really don’t want to be in the business of kippah sales; we want the kids to bring their own kippot.

Lateness


Any student arriving at school after school has begun must sign in at the office and obtain a pass to continue to class. This is the only way we have of keeping accurate records of your child’s attendance. Lateness will be tallied and counted as time absent from class.

Library

Students in grades K-2 will have the opportunity to visit the B’nai Zion library, have story time with Rabbi Chaya and special guest story tellers and take books home.  Please help us keep up the library by sending the books back once your child has read them.

Lost and Found

If your child’s belongings are clearly marked with his or her name, we will contact you if he or she leaves something behind at Talmud Torah and we find it.  

Mishpaha Family Learning Program

We believe that parents are our most powerful co-educators in creating a meaningful Jewish experience for children.  We also believe that a child’s education can be a unique opportunity for parents to begin or continue their own Jewish exploration and study.  To meet the needs of parents and children who are both learners and teachers, we have a Mishpaha Family Learning Program in our school.  Once a semester, parents are invited to attend school with their children and learn with them in programs especially designed to meet the needs of both parents and children.  Please see the attached list of dates for your family’s mishpacha program.

Promotion


Promotion from one grade to the next is NOT automatic. Promotion to the next grade is determined by:

1. the student demonstrating satisfactory academic progress

2. the student meeting the school attendance requirement of 75% of all classes

3. the student completing course material for that grade

4. attendance at Shabbat Club

If there is a question about promotion eligibility, exit examinations will be given.

School Schedule

Sundays (Gan-Bet)

· 9:00-9:15 
Welcome in the classroom

· 9:15-10:00 
Hebrew or Judaics in the classroom 

· 10:00-10:15  
Break and Snack

· 10:15-10:45 
Music, Library, or Tefillah

· 10:45-12:00 
Hebrew or Judaics in the classroom

Sundays (Gimmel-Zayin)

· 9:00-10:00 
Hebrew (mitkadem program) in the library

· 10:00-10:15 
Break and Snack

· 10:15-11:15 
Judaics through Chugim (Electives)

· 11:20-12:00 
Tefillah

Wednesdays (Gimmel-Zayin)

· 4:00-4:55
Hebrew (mitkadem program) in the library

· 4:55-5:05 
Break and Snack

· 5:05-6:00 
Judaics in the classroom
Shabbat

Shabbat Club
Shabbat is the center piece of the Jewish week and when we gather together as a community.  We encourage all Talmud Torah families to make a commitment to attend services on Shabbat and holidays.  We think of services as a learning laboratory for Talmud Torah.  Students will have the opportunity to experiment and experience the concepts and prayers they have learned in the classroom “in action”.  Regular attendance will help familiarize you and your child(ren) with our services, help your family develop a relationship with Rabbi Leon and Rabbi Chaya, and help connect what your children are learning at Talmud Torah with your family’s Jewish life.  

2010-2011 Shabbat Club Attendance Requirements
The first Saturday of each month, beginning on October 2nd, will include a meeting of Shabbat Club.  Shabbat Club consists of our student- and rabbinic-led Junior Congregation (for grades 2-7) and our Tiny Tots Children’s Services (for ages 0-6), as well as a community lunch and occasional family program.  To help connect Talmud Torah families to the Congregation, as well as to help reinforce and concretize the prayers our students learn at Talmud Torah, we have created an attendance requirement for all Talmud Torah families.  Each student must attend Shabbat Club each month and families are encouraged to attend as well.  Attendance will be taken.  Talmud Torah will not meet on the Sundays immediately following Shabbat Club.    

Minyanaires!

All children, regardless of where they receive their Jewish education, are eligible to become Minyanaires.  To be a Minyanaire, each child must attend ten Shabbat services over the course of the year, in accordance with Conservative movement guidelines for excellence in Jewish education.  These services can be Friday night, Saturday morning, or Saturday afternoon mincha and havdalah.  Shabbat Club attendance counts towards the Minyanaires.  Once the child reaches 10 services he or she will receive special recognition in the community.  Once the child reaches 13 services, he or she will win special recognition and an ice cream party with the other Minyanaires.  Once the child reaches 18 services he or she will be inducted into the Minyanaires Hall of Fame, be given a special prize, as well as community recognition and an ice cream party.  

Talmud Torah Shabbat Dinners

Once each semester, the families of the Talmud Torah will have the opportunity to come together for Shabbat dinner following services.  These dinners give us the opportunity to build community among the school and get to know one another in a more informal setting.  We hope you will make an effort to attend these dinners.

Student Evaluations

Parents are free to ask for a teacher conference at any time during the school year. At the end of each semester, in January and in May, the teachers will write evaluations for each student based on his or her learning during the semester. These evaluations will be mailed to you.  We encourage you to take the time to discuss the evaluation with your child.  

Tefillah

On Sunday mornings from 11:20 am to 12:00 pm students in grades 3-7 will engage in tefillah with Rabbi Chaya.  Parents are encouraged to come early and be with their children during tefillah.  You will glow with pride when you see your children leading prayers and presenting divrei Torah (words of Torah) to their peers.

Talk


Communicate with your child as much as possible. Usually a question such as “How was school today?” will result in a “Boring!” reply. Rather, a question like, “What did you learn today?” or “Did anything special happen in class?” or “What topic did the teacher cover today?” or “Was the homework that we checked together satisfactory?” will serve you best. These kinds of questions are more likely to elicit the information that you really want to know. Don’t settle for a “Nothing” answer. Your child really does want to know that you are interested in what they are learning.

Textbooks 

We are excited to use textbooks as one of our classroom resources.  The textbook is a wonderful tool that children and parents can use for gauging progress and reviewing material, as well as a way to communicate what is being learned to parents.  Textbooks also lend a sense of seriousness to the endeavor of Jewish learning.  At the beginning of the school year, your child will receive the book(s) that will be used in his or her classroom.  We ask that you be our partners in making sure the books are brought to school each day, as they will be used both for in-class learning and for homework.  Should your child lose his or her textbook(s), replacements will be ordered, and your family will be expected to pay for the new book(s).  We also encourage you to purchase a copy of your child’s book to keep at home, so that you may learn along with your child.  Please contact the Talmud Torah office if you would like a copy of your child’s book(s).  

Tzedakah and Acts of Loving Kindness

As Jews, we are commanded to give tzedakah (contributions of money or material items) to sustain our community – both the Jewish community and the community of humankind.  This fundamental value is one of the most precious lessons we can teach our students.  Each week, tzedakah will be collected in every classroom, and will be distributed to funds determined by the students twice during the school year.  Students should take an active part in deciding where they would like their tzedakah donated. 

Acts of Gemilut Hasadim (Loving-Kindness), a giving of yourself and of your time, is encouraged in our program through many special projects. We hope that you and your child will be supportive of this effort.

Volunteers

Parent volunteers play an important role at Talmud Torah.  By giving of your time and energy, you will be helping to enrich the experience of all our children.  Volunteering is also an excellent way to get more involved in and connected to the greater B’nai Zion community.  Please contact Rabbi Chaya Oliver at bzeducation@gmail.com if you would like to:

· Help plan a Shabbat dinner or lunch

· Help coordinate a class Hanukkah party

· Be a greeter on the first day of Talmud Torah

· Take photos during special events, or during a regular Talmud Torah day 

· Help call families to remind them of events

In addition, this year we are working on new ways for parents to become involved as educators in their children’s classrooms.  Please contact Rabbi Chaya if you would like to share your knowledge in any of the following areas with Talmud Torah students:
· Do you play a “Jewish” instrument, like the shofar?  Do you play Jewish music on any other instrument?

· Do you have a special talent like art, cooking, dancing, writing or drama that you would like to teach once or twice during the school year?

· Do you have a unique experience in the Jewish community?  Have you been part of the Jewish community in a different country or culture?  Would you like to share your experience with our students?

· Do you speak a Jewish language, whether Hebrew, Yiddish, or Ladino?

Z...


For several years I have been trying to come up with a word that starts with a “Z” that would be appropriate to use here. Possibly I’ll end with “Zissen,” a Yiddish word which means sweet. Traditionally, a drop of sweet honey was put on the Torah for the young child to lick off, associating the sweetness of the honey with the sweetness of Torah education. To each of you I wish a Zissen New Year of religious studies. Working together, may we go from strength to strength.
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