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Don�t leave them out in the cold.

Hard times make giving difficult, but
this year, many less fortunate NewYorkers
face devastating crises. You can help.
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The new Kulanu facility, in Cedarhurst, was 
dedicated by the Scharf Family. Pictured are (l-r): 

Dr. Beth Raskin, executive director; Geoffrey Miller, newly
elected president; Melodie Scharf, benefactor; and Mark

Honigsfeld, chairman and immediate past president.

(Inset): Kulanu’s small student-to-staff ratio 
offers one-on-one attention.

“All of Us Together” in a new,
state-of-the-art facility to serve

students with special needs
Lisa Schiffman’s report begins on p. 8 



The new Kulanu Center for Special
Services facility, serving families from

Long Island, Queens, Brooklyn and
Manhattan, will provide educational, thera-
peutic, vocational, recreational and social
services for special needs children from mid-
dle school through high school, plus a voca-
tional post-high school “Gesher” program for
young adults.

Alyse Middendorf, Kulanu director of
Education Services, says the school has “a
three-tiered approach: academic, vocational
and Judaic Studies. Each one of these pieces
is very important. When they leave us,
Kulanu’s students are well rounded people.”

As an Orthodox Jew, Bienstock recalls
having to supplement her daughter’s reli-
gious education with tutors when she attend-
ed special education services in the public
school system. In comparison, at Kulanu, in
addition to her secular education Bienstock
says her daughter has learned about Jewish
holidays and rituals and how to read and
write Hebrew. “Now when we go to shul, she
can davenand pray like other kids — she
feels good about herself,” Bienstock says.

Kulanu students graduate with a high
school Regents diploma, high school diplo-
ma or Individual Education Certificate
diploma. “This past year, two students
received Regents level diplomas and many
other youngsters will be getting high school

diplomas,” says
M i d d e n d o r f .
Most important,
she adds, is
Kulanu’s empha-
sis on instilling
its students with
“real life appli-
cations. Few pri-

vate or public schools are able to do this.”
While giving a tour of the new facility,

Beth Raskin, Kulanu executive director,
explains that it was built in compliance with
ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act)
building regulation codes and points with
pride to its many state-of-the-art technologi-
cal features.  “There is nothing like this any-

where — it is cutting edge,” she asserts.  
Off the main lobby, Raskin explains that

the Keren Eliana Parent Advocacy and
Resource Center (PARC) — named in mem-
ory of the granddaugher of Rabbi Hershel
Billet, spiritual leader of the Young Israel of
Woodmere —  will function as a parent advo-
cacy resource center for parents of newly
diagnosed children, providing counseling,
information, referrals and networking ser-
vices. Also on the main level are the
hydrotherapy pool and glass-walled sensory
gym, designed to help individuals focus on
the senses of touch, taste, feel
and sound. 

A domestic life skills

kitchen that sim-
ulates a typical
home will be
used to help stu-
dents learn how
to prepare their
own meals.
“Typical children
learn things
almost by osmosis,” Raskin explains, “our
students need to be taught everything. It is a
step-by-step process — how to become inde-
pendent in your own home situation.”  

A simulated retail operation will instruct
students on how to use a register, count
change and conduct a monetary transaction.
“Everything that happens in this building

becomes a teachable moment,” Raskin says.
“In the classrooms are cubby units with a bar
across for hanging coats. We teach students
how to be in the real world, where even a
small thing like hanging clothes on hangers
can be a big thing.” 

Situated on the building’s second level, a
multi-purpose room will function as auditori-
um, party room and gym, Raskin says. There
is also a fully kosher commercial kitchen
used for vocational training. “It will eventu-
ally be run by students who will prepare,
serve and buy food — it’s part of the learning

process of obtaining life skills.” 
Classrooms, two therapy rooms and the

school’s offices are located on the third level,
which also has two state-of-the-art bath-
rooms, outfitted with shower stalls and toilets
equipped with spray nozzles for physically
impaired students.  “Even the most chal-
lenged individuals will learn to manage their
needs in this building with comfort and dig-
nity,” explains Raskin.

Kulanu’s support services continue after
graduation. The Gesher program is designed
to help disabled young adults 18 to 21 transi-
tion into adult life. The intensive, individual-
ized program, which includes a semester in
Israel living and working on a kibbutz, pro-
vides support services to enable these indi-
viduals to find meaningful work and to help
them live full and independent lives within
their communities. Middendorf cites one
female student’s successful completion of the
Personal Care Attendant Certificate; she is
currently working in a doctor’s office. 

Middendorf says, “If you don’t give indi-
viduals with disabilities the opportunity and
support they need to be successful, then we
as a community are missing out on a valu-
able part of the workforce.”

—Lisa Schiffman

An important educational component of
Kulanu is teaching the students 
everyday life skills in simulated 

situations, including how to prepare
food in the schoolÕs ÒKitchenÓ (left) and
how to shop for clothes in the schoolÕs 

ÒRetail CenterÓ (right).

An inside view of the new Kulanu facility and its program 

According to recently published research, the
number of children diagnosed with autism

disorders is on the rise.  
A new study reported online on Oct. 5 by

Pediatrics, the journal of the American Academy
of Pediatrics,  found a parent-reported autism
prevalence rate of one in every 91 American chil-
dren, including one in 58 boys. Autism Spectrum
Disorders (ASD), a group of developmental dis-
abilities causing significant social, communica-
tion and behavioral changes, is now the most
prevalent childhood developmental disorder,
according to Autism Speaks, the nation’s largest
science and advocacy organization.

Statistics for the study were derived from The
National Survey of Children’s Health 2007 nation-
al telephone parent survey, which was based on the
responses of parents or guardians in 78,000 house-
holds surveyed nationwide. A child was considered
to have autism if his or her doctor or health care

provider had diagnosed the child as having autism,
and if the child still had the condition. 

The most recent ASD prevalence estimate
reported by the Centers for Disease Control in
2007 was approximately one in 150 (including
one in 94 boys). The new study reiterates
Autism Speaks assertion that autism is now the
most prevalent childhood developmental disor-
der and represents an urgent and growing public
health crisis.

While Beth Raskin, executive director of
Kulanu, emphasizes that the organization serves
the needs of children with a wide range of disabil-
ities, she concurs that she has seen an increase in
the number of referrals of students on the Autism
Spectrum. Kulanu’s Jonathan Cooper, director of
Inclusion and Community Services, also agrees,
saying, “Out of all the students who are coming for
social services, the majority of them are children on
the Autism Spectrum.” —Lisa Schiffman

Reported rise in Autism Spectrum
Disorders Ôcrosses all religious ... bordersÕ

ÔIf you donÕt give individuals with disabilities
the opportunity and support they need to be 

successful, then we as a community are 
missing out on a valuable part of the workforce.Õ
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Some of the many people who helped the dream of the Kulanu Center for Special 
Services new facility become a reality include (l-r): Mindy Kofman Rosengarten,
director of development; Dr. Beth Raskin,executive director; Mark Honigsfeld, chairman;
Geoffrey Miller, newly-elected president; and Melodie Scharf, benefactor.


