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I am often amazed at what I see when I stop by to observe our kindergarteners 
at work. Recently, as a fly on the wall during a creative writing unit, I was 
astounded at the high level of independence each kindergartener possessed as 
they worked diligently on initial story concepts, illustrations, sentences, and 

details. Students were self-guided but also collaborative and able to learn from one 
another’s challenges and successes. The results were impressive. You can read all 
about the magic of our kindergarten experience in our cover story on page 3.

The community’s support of Heilicher continues to grow and bolster our 
educational programs. Late last year, we announced a $2.5 million charitable 
gift from Rabbi Mitchell Smith in honor of his parents, Harold and Mickey (z”l) 
Smith. In recognition of this extraordinary commitment, the Heilicher Judaic 
Studies Department has been renamed the Harold and Mickey Smith Judaic 
Studies Department. You can see the impact of Judaic Studies through the story 
of one alumna, Carly Joseph, who is taking her Jewish education to new levels as 
playwright, producer, and director of a new drama about the Holocaust (see page 6).

Our community will gather on March 19 to celebrate Heilicher 36th year and to 
honor Neil and Nancy Fink with the Ner Tamid Award for exemplary leadership 
and dedication to Heilicher. Read about the Fink family and their outstanding 
contributions as volunteers and stalwart supporters of our school (see page 7). I 
look forward to seeing you there!

B’shalom, 

Yoni Binus, Head of School                                                    

 

Dear Heilicher School Families & Friends,

Cover photo courtesy of  
Jeffrey Schmieg Photography

From the 
Head of 

School

JOIN US FOR 
THE HEILICHER 

GRADES 7-8 
PLAY

March 4 and 5 
at 7 p.m. 

March 8 at 2 p.m.
Dolly and Edward 
Fiterman Theatre
Barry Family Campus

Purchase tickets online at  
www.hmjds.org/forms/tickets

Produced by special arrangement with the 
DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC., of Woodstock, Illinois
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Connections, Community, and Curiosity:
The Heilicher Kindergarten Experience

Watching eighth grader 
Abby Meisler walk 
hand-in-hand down 
the hallway with 

kindergarten buddy Nessa Wolpert is 
enough to make your heart melt. The 
two were paired over the summer as part 
of Heilicher’s Family Mentor program 
that matches incoming kindergarten 
families with veteran eighth-grade 
families to ease the transition.

“The buddy program is amazing,” said 
Nessa’s mom, Rhona Shwaid. “Our entry 
into Kindergarten was seamless, in part 
due to our mentor family, the Meislers. 
They made us feel so welcome.” 

When the two families first met in 
August, there was an instant connection 
between Nessa and Abby. “Nessa is so 
excited to see Abby at weekly All-School 
Lunch that she comes home most days 
asking me, ‘When is Abby Day?’” 

Rhona has been impressed that even 
Abby’s eighth-grade friends call  
Nessa by name and so many students 
have cross-grade connections fostered 
by Kindergarten Buddies, Family 
Mentors, and activities like All-School 
Lunch. “This is uniquely Heilicher,”  
she commented.

KINDERGARTEN BUILDS 
COMMUNITY
The buddy program is just one of 
the many elements of Heilicher’s 
program that helps kindergarteners 
build community. From the first day of 
school, kindergarteners are embraced 
as important members of school life. 
At the Opening Ceremony, they are 
guided under a huppah (canopy) by 

their eighth-grade buddy and presented 
with their own copy of The Shabbat and 
Festival Companion prayer book.

“Opening Ceremony is a special 
program at Heilicher that embodies 
the welcoming atmosphere here,” 
said kindergarten teacher Jodi 
Danovsky, who is in her 19th year of 
teaching and fourth year at Heilicher. 
“Kindergarteners are all coming  
from different communities, and we 
get to help them become part of the 
Heilicher community.” 

With smaller class sizes, Heilicher 
teachers pay close attention to what 
students know and what they are 
interested in learning. “Our job is to 
meet kids where they are and work with 
them individually to move them ahead,” 
Jodi said. “In this type of nurturing 
environment, children can grow 
intellectually, emotionally, physically, 
and spiritually.”

“It’s great working with parents, too,” 
Jodi added. “Kindergarten can be a big 
transition for parents, and it’s important 
for us to create a community for all of 
these families. We are all in this together 
to raise these young people.” 

A CHILD-CENTERED 
PHILOSOPHY 
So how does Heilicher approach child 
development? “Kindergarten is a 
precious time of growing independence, 
self-esteem, and exploration,” said 
Maia Poling, Associate Head of School. 
Heilicher’s educational philosophy is 
built upon the idea that children are 
curious and driven to learn about  
their world, to make meaning, and 

to explore through inquiry and play. 
“The technical term is STEAM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Arts and 
Math) or inquiry-based education,”  
said Maia. “This is Heilicher.” 

“I love seeing my students completely 
engaged in whatever they’re doing,” said 
Jenny Palmer, who is in her 16th year 
of teaching kindergarten at Heilicher. 
“I have a front row seat to watch them 
grow, gain independence, and thrive 
throughout their years here.”

JEWISH TRADITIONS  
COME TO LIFE
“Jacob is dreaming about angels on 
a ladder,” one student explains while 
displaying his drawing of the same. 
Barbara Taragan, who has taught in the 
Harold and Mickey Smith Judaic Studies 

Cover Story

Eighth grader Abby with her kindergarten 
buddy Nessa.
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Department at Heilicher for 29 years, 
answers “Tov M’od (very good).” 

According to Barbara, teaching 
kindergarten is an incredibly special 
privilege. “I get to meet most families 
at their entry point and help welcome 
them into our big Heilicher family,” she 
said. In fact, Barbara has proudly taught 
the children of some of her former 
students. “Dor L’Dor, generation to 
generation,” she shared.

Hebrew and Judaic Studies in 
kindergarten is a hands-on program. 
Using songs, puppets, drama, dancing, 
storytelling, and art, students absorb 
the stories and lessons of each week’s 
parasha (Torah portion). They learn 
Jewish holidays through the five senses, 
including Tu b’Shevat taste tests, Purim 
carnivals, and lunch in the sukkah. “I 
emphasize that every family can have 
its own customs and traditions,” Barbara 

explained. “We honor all streams of 
Jewish practice and model respect for 
different ways of doing things.” 

Heilicher’s Core Values are woven into 
daily teaching in kindergarten with a 
focus on being safe, kind, and responsible 
people. Students practice the Jewish 
values of hahnasat orhim (hospitality), 
bikur holim (visiting the sick), and 
honoring elders through various 
tzedakah (justice) projects and field trips, 
including an annual visit with residents at 
the Sholom Home for seniors.

Through her custom-designed 
curriculum, Barbara tries to instill 
in her students a love for am Yisrael  
(the people of Israel), eretz Yisrael 
(the land of Israel) and klal Yisrael 
(peoplehood). Much of this is practiced 
through Hebrew language lessons. 
Barbara speaks to her students almost 
exclusively in Hebrew so they can 

develop an ear for the language. 
Students use Hebrew to describe 
their snack foods, including naming, 
counting, and colors. Family members 
can hear and see their children’s 
progress with short videos Barbara 
shares at conferences. 

PROBLEM SOLVING  
THEIR WAY
Kindergarten is the starting place for 
building persistence, problem solving 
skills, and the art of compromise 
through hands-on projects. “When 
students come to us with questions or 
needing help, we really try to encourage 
them to try to figure out other possible 
solutions,” Jenny explained. “Adults 
have a tendency to try to do everything 
for the little ones; we are trying to give 
them tools to be more independent in 
their learning.” 

“The community aspect is extraordinary. I don’t 
think you can find it just anywhere.” 

—RHONA SHWAID, HEILICHER KINDERGARTEN PARENT

1. Eighth graders escort their kindergarten buddies under the huppah (canopy) for their official welcome to Heilicher.  2. The Wolpert/Shwaid 
family (left) with their mentor family, the Meislers (right).  3. Kindergarteners perform Saba Eliezer, a hilarious play in Hebrew about a village 
attempting to cooperate to pull a carrot from the ground.  4. Geveret Barbara Taragan engages students with a Torah story in Hebrew. 
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The Makerspace, which opened in 
2018, is a self-directed workspace where 
kindergarteners can tinker, try solutions, 
collaborate, and problem solve with 
one another. The hands-on character 
of the Makerspace provides a “creative 
playground” where students can explore 
materials and learn by doing.

THE ARTS ARE ALIVE IN K
The Art and Music programs are 
other highlights of the kindergarten 
experience. David Shaw is in his 19th 
year teaching music at Heilicher (out 
of 35 total years of teaching). The 
school’s music education program 
for kindergarten is structured around 
developing musical knowledge and 
terminology, producing musical 
sounds with the voice and Orff 
instruments, creating new music and 
rhythm patterns, and valuing music as 
something to enjoy for a lifetime. 

Jewish music, American music, and world  
music are woven into the curriculum to 
illustrate musical concepts. For example, 
students get excited when they recognize 
familiar rhythms or melody patterns 

in Hanukah songs. “Through music, 
the students get the sense that being 
Jewish is fun,” David said. “Developing 
an awareness of the diversity of musical 
styles within Jewish music is part of 
building a Jewish identity.”

Visual art classes are also central to 
the kindergarten experience. Victoria 
Thor, in her 20th year teaching art at 
Heilicher, explains that kindergarteners 
learn the basic elements of art: line, 
shape, color, texture, value, form, and 
space. The lessons foster exploration and 
encourage individual expression.

“Kindergarteners are excited about new 
experiences and take no convincing that 
art is fun and an important part of their 
lives,” Victoria said. Creative problem 
solving techniques are embedded in 
the curriculum, along with scientific 
concepts such as learning the properties 
of water and how it interacts with paint 
and paper. Jewish-themed projects 
include sculpting and glazing a clay 
hanukiah (menorah) and Elijah’s/
Miriam’s cup for Pesah (Passover).

“Kindergarteners are so joyful, they’ll 
often break out into song when working 
on their artwork,” she noted. When the 
art period is over, students also help 
clean up. “They are learning that 
clean up is part of what an artist must do.” 

A LAUNCHPAD FOR  
THEIR FUTURE
After a year in kindergarten at Heilicher, 
what should the students take with 
them? “ I hope that they love books 
and know how to be respectful of each 
other,” said Jodi. Jenny added: “I want 
them to know that learning is fun, 
even when it is hard. It is OK to make 
mistakes, because that is how we learn. 
What’s important is to always try your 
best. Be kind and be good friends.” 
Barbara believes that kindergarten is 
an extremely important year. “I am 
immensely proud of my students,” she 
shared. “I hope that they will be proud 
of their rich Jewish heritage. I hope that 
I have made a small impact on them, 
as I know that they have made a huge 
impact on me.” 

5. Kindergarteners practice rhythm and melody with Orff instruments in music class.  6. Kindergarteners participate in Shabbat rituals weekly with 
their teachers and classmates.  7. Kindergarteners love to play chess!  8. Examples of a kindergarten art project: paintings with warm and cool colors.

5 6

7 8
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Amazing Alumni

Reaching for the Stars With Carly Joseph

Alumna Carly Joseph (Heilicher ‘17) is on a mission to educate 
people about what happened in the Holocaust. Her mission 
is born from years of solid Jewish education at Heilicher, 
experience in theater performance, and a deeply held belief 
that “Never Again” should mean “Never Again.”

ORIGINS OF A THEATER PROJECT
Currently a junior at St. Louis Park High School, Carly and her 
friend Abby Anderson recently co-wrote and co-directed a play 
based on Abby’s great-grandmother’s life story. The new play, 
entitled The Only Star I Remember, chronicles the life of Esther 
(Reicher) Begam, who was the only member of her family to 

survive the Holocaust. Esther is 
currently 91 years old and resides 
in Golden Valley, Minnesota.

Two years ago, Carly and Abby 
participated in the Witness 
Theater Project that brought 
Jewish teens together with 
Holocaust survivors to create a 
new play based on personal stories 

of the Shoah. “Witness Theater was an incredible experience 
that put me in awe of these brave survivors,” Carly explained. 
“This made me want to hear as many stories as possible, 
especially as the number of Holocaust survivors dwindles.”

The Only Star I Remember became a year-long labor of love 
that involved many new and daunting tasks. Carly and Abby 
spearheaded all aspects of the production, including writing 
the script, casting the show, securing funding, and pitching 
their idea to the Board of Directors of Blue Water Theatre, 
a Wayzata youth theater company where Carly has often 
performed. The play received rave reviews for late-January 
performances at Blue Water Theatre.

HOLOCAUST EDUCATION SEMINARS
Carly feels an urgency to get the word out about the lessons of 
the Holocaust. “Holocaust education is so important, especially 
now that anti-semitism is becoming more prevalent,” she said. 
In order to provide Holocaust education for the cast and crew, 
Carly enlisted the help of former Heilicher Associate Head of 
School Helen Siegel to coordinate a speaker series leading up 
to the production. 

“Carly has always been a natural 
leader,” recalled Helen, who recently 
retired after 27 years at Heilicher. 
“She is a self-advocate with a 
positive and lively personality. She 
gets things done.” Helen, herself a 
child of Holocaust survivors, was 
delighted to help bring Carly and 
Abby’s vision to fruition through 
four two-hour Holocaust education 
sessions for the cast, crew, and 
extended Blue Water Theatre community. 

HEILICHER EDUCATION  
AS A LAUNCHING PAD
Carly credits her K-8 education at Heilicher as significant to 
shaping her into the person she is today. She looks back fondly 
on her years in the seventh- and eighth-grade plays, which 
were some of her most memorable theater experiences. She 
also enjoyed the small class sizes that allowed her to know her 
teachers well. “I loved how we could delve into topics we were 
curious about and learn as much as possible,” she recalled. 

She remembers how Hebrew teacher BatSheva Berman made 
language learning fun and accessible. “My Hebrew language 
skills and knowledge about Israel came into play in a big way 
last summer when I went on the Alexander Muss High School 
in Israel summer program,” Carly noted. Heilicher’s Holocaust 
education also had a profound impact on Carly. As for core 
values, Carly believes they were so important for her Jewishly 
and as a guidepost for how to live life in general.

In the future, Carly hopes to earn a bachelor of fine arts degree 
and perhaps live in New York City someday. She hopes to be 
able to produce her play in other venues in the future as well.

THE BIG TAKEAWAY
When asked what she hopes theatergoers will take away from 
the experience of her play, Carly offered: “My hope is that 
audiences will gain a respect for the gravity of what happened. 
Even more importantly, I want them to leave the theater 
understanding that even small acts of kindness can make  
a big difference.”

Carly Joseph
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Nancy and Neil Fink to be Honored at  
Heilicher Annual Benefit

When Nancy and Neil Fink toured 
Heilicher as prospective parents eight 
years ago, they were impressed by the 
poise of their seventh-grade tour guide 
and how older students greeted much 
younger students by name in the hallways. 
This was their first glimpse of the values, 
skills, and foundation Heilicher would 
provide for their children.

A few years after enrolling at Heilicher, 
on a trip to Israel, the couple were in awe 
of how much their children Josh and Ellie 
(then entering fifth and second grades) 
already knew. “It was remarkable for us 
to see their Jewish foundations ‘in action’ 
when we were there,” Neil recalled. “Even 
now, we can see their strong Jewish 
identities developing through their 
joy in celebrating Jewish holidays and 
traditions, and in the lessons that they 
teach us as parents every day.”  

The Finks are active volunteers at 
Heilicher and throughout the greater 
Jewish community. Neil and Nancy both 
serve on the Advancement Leadership 

Council at Heilicher, and 
Neil serves on the Finance 
Committee. Neil is on 
the boards of the Sholom 
Foundation and Herzl Camp, 
and is president-elect of the 
Herzl Camp board. Nancy 
is on the board of Jewish 
Family and Children’s Service 
of Minneapolis. Their son 
Josh is now a seventh grader, 
daughter Ellie is a fourth 
grader, and daughter Rachel 
will start Kindergarten at 
Heilicher next year. 

Neil and Nancy will be 
honored at the 2020 Heilicher 
 Annual Benefit to be held  
on March 19 at Beth 

El Synagogue. They will receive the 
Ner Tamid Award recognizing their 
significant contributions to building and 
strengthening Jewish education. Their 
parents, Randy and Anne Klein, Marilyn 
Sudit, and Bruce Fink and Caren Page, will 
serve as honorary co-chairs of the event. 

Bruce Fink is past president of the St. Paul 
JCC and an active member at Temple 
of Aaron. He served for many years 
on the Herzl Camp board. Caren Page, 
who previously worked in the Jewish 
community in Birmingham, Alabama, 
has also been an active volunteer with 
Herzl Camp and the JCCs and has 
chaired several of their annual events. 
Marilyn Sudit is a past president of 
Temple of Aaron Sisterhood and also 
served as president of Adath Jeshurun 
Women’s League. Randy and Anne Klein 
are active members with Congregation 
Agudas Achim Chabad in Mequon, Wisc. 

Neil and Nancy credit their parents 
with teaching them the importance 

of community involvement. “We are 
humbled by this honor,” Nancy said. “It 
is so meaningful to us that our parents, 
who have served as our exemplary role 
models for community involvement, will 
be honorary co-chairs.”

“The Fink family embodies commitment, 
kindness, and engagement — virtues that 
keep the Twin Cities Jewish community 
strong and vibrant,” said Head of School 
Yoni Binus. “Heilicher is honored to 
count Neil and Nancy among its parents 
and its leaders. We are grateful to have 
this opportunity to publicly express 
our gratitude and admiration for their 
generosity and volunteerism throughout 
the years.”

“Heilicher has been a significant and 
wonderful part of our lives over the last 
eight years, and we are committed to 
ensuring that it will remain strong and 
vibrant for future generations,” Neil said. 

 

Benefit Honorees

The Fink family.

2020 ANNUAL 
BENEFIT

Thursday, March 19, 2020
BETH EL SYNAGOGUE

Purchase tickets at 
www.hmjds.org/news-events/

annualbenefit
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2020 Annual Fund 
Your tax-deductible donation 
strengthens Heilicher’s academic 
programs and supports financial 
accessibility. Please donate by mail, 
by phone (952.381.3500), or online 
at www.hmjds.org.

Thank you!

Strong Identities Begin Here 

Attend an 
Information Evening

March 24 at 7 p.m.
RSVP at hmjds.org

Tour Today
www.hmjds.org


