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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 



By LISA SCHIFFMAN

For the first time since its cre-
ation in 1999, Kulanu — a
parent advocacy organiza-

tion for special needs children —
has its very own building. The new,
state-of-the art facility houses a
school that accommodates 50 stu-
dents as well as an advocacy center
to help provide services to over 300
children, young adults and their
families with a wide array of educa-
tional, therapeutic, social and voca-
tional programs.

Established by the parents of
children with special needs, rabbis
and Jewish community leaders in
the Five Towns, with assistance
from The Orthodox Caucus, Kulanu
sought to address the needs of fam-
ilies of children with disabilities
who felt disenfranchised from
Jewish communal life. The Hebrew
word kulanu, which means “all of

us together,” symbolizes the organi-
zation’s mission: to foster aware-
ness, acceptance and inclusion of
these children and their families
into Jewish community life.

“The families of children with
disabilities feel isolated and alone,”
explains Mindy Kofman
Rosengarten, Kulanu director of
development and a parent of two
children with disabilities. For the
parents of special needs children in
the Jewish community, there are
unique challenges. 

Education is one. Not on the
same academic or social track as
their peers, it is often impossible for
these families to enroll their chil-
dren in yeshiva or day school. The
search for an appropiate school
leaves many families too emotion-
ally and physically drained to par-
ticipate in Jewish community life.

Vital religious and social connec-
tions are disrupted, such as syna-
gogue attendance. Concerned that
their child will misbehave in syna-
gogue, oftentimes parents simply
stop going. Overwhelmed by the
challenges they face, many parents
become depressed. “Kulanu tries to
make people feel understood, that
there is a support system for them,”
Kofman Rosengarten says.  

Since Kulanu’s founding mem-
bers first met at the home of Ben
and Lynda Brafman in Lawrence,
they determined to provide these
children and their families opportu-
nities to meet and to connect with
other Jewish families facing similar
challenges. “What began with base-
ball games on Sunday mornings
with kids hitting the bat and getting
to know each other,” Kofman
Rosengarten recalls, developed into
Kulanu’s educational Middle

School and High School division.
Working with area yeshivas and day
schools, Kulanu’s dedicated staff of
educators, therapists and trained
volunteers helps to provide inclu-
sion for special needs children
whenever possible. 

“There is no other day school that
provides inclusion services and
vocational educational services,
coupled with a myriad of support
that children need to succeed in
their day school education,” empha-
sizes Dr. Beth Raskin, Ed.D.,
Kulanu executive director.

Open to special needs children
across all Jewish denominations  as
well as other religions and ethnici-
ties, Kulanu serves children with a
wide range of disabilities including
Autism, Asperger’s, Cerebral Palsy,
Down’s Syndrome, Dyslexia and
Tourette’s Syndrome as well as

developmental disorders, attention
disorders, learning disabilities and
physical disabilities. Collaborating
with local synagogues, yeshivot and
day schools — including Hebrew
Academy of the Five Towns and
Rockaway (HAFTR), Hebrew
Academy of Nassau County
(HANC) and Hebrew Academy of
Long Beach (HALB) — Kulanu
programs offer education, advoca-
cy, counseling and support groups
for families, Sunday activities and
after-school programs, a summer
camp, community sensitivity train-
ing and sometimes just a respite
from a family situation that can feel
overwhelming.

Before enrolling her now 17-
year-old daughter at Kulanu

when she was in 9th grade, Chana
Bienstock of Cedarhurst had
despaired of finding the right
school. “Kulanu has been a tremen-

dous source for us, educationally
and socially,” she asserts. “They
were a God-send. I was a basket
case, I couldn’t find a program for
her. The [Kulanu] teachers are
amazing, resourceful. They will
work with her. If there was a prob-
lem, like if she misbehaved, other

programs would send her home.
Kulanu focuses on dealing with it,”
Bienstock said. 

“We’re excited about the new
facility,” located at 620 Central Ave.
in Cedarhurst, says Mark
Honigsfeld, Kulanu chairman and
immediate past president. “It is the

first time in 10 years since the
establishment of Kulanu that we
have a facility of our own which the
families of children with special
needs can utilize to address their
social, academic and therapeutic
needs.” 

The new building’s benefactors,

Melodie and Martin Scharf, whose
son, Jordan, went through the
Kulanu system and who now works
for Kulanu, dedicated the facility in
memory of Martin’s father,
Abraham Scharf, who was a
Holocaust survivor. 

Martin Scharf says he and his

wife, Lawrence residents, are proud
to dedicate the Kulanu Center for
Special Services. “It is long overdue
that a community as affluent as the
Five Towns should finally have a
building where all children needing
the services that Kulanu provides
will now have them,” he explains.

Melodie Scharf agrees, saying
that “the most gratifying part of
being able to help build the new
center is that it will be good for
future generations of children who
have special needs. They won’t
have to travel to other communities
to get the services they need.
They’ll have their own school
building, which Jordan never had.”  

Before entering into a purchase
agreement with St. Joachim Parish
of Cedarhurst, many of Kulanu’s
classes and services were hosted at
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continued on page 10

It’s all about the kids.
The new Kulanu facility is able to 
provide much needed one-on-one 

attention to children of all ages with 
a wide gamut of special needs.
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‘The Jewish community is more aware, responsive and respectful of individuals with 
challenges and how they can be incorporated into the fabric of their communities.’ 

Kulanu Center for Special Services opens new, state-of-the-art facility
‘All of Us Together’

The Scharf Family dedicated the 
Kulanu School for Special Services in

memory of Abraham Scharf, a 
Holocaust survivor. Pictured at right is

the cornerstone flanked by Melodie
Scharf, wife of Martin Scharf, and her

son, Jordan, a Kulanu graduate who
now works for the organization.



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 daven and 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 school’s “Kitchen” (left) and
how to shop for clothes in the school’s 

“Retail Center” (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 ‘crosses all religious ... borders’

‘If you don’t 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.’
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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.



HAFTR Middle and High Schools,
while many other services and the
administrative offices were located
at two other venues, including
Temple Beth El in Cedarhurst. 

“The new building is 18,000
square feet of therapy rooms,
classrooms and multi-purpose
space. We have a hydrothera-
py pool, a sensory gym and a
parent advocacy resource cen-
ter (PARC) for parents whose
children are newly diagnosed
to navigate their needs,”
Honigsfeld says. 

The 100-year-old former
Catholic elementary school
has undergone a $3 million
renovation to make it handi-
cap accessible, including the
installation of the pool, a
fully-equipped commercial kitchen,
elevator and specially-equipped
bathrooms, according to
Honigsfeld. (For details, see “An
inside view,” page 9.)

The building adjacent to the main
building currently houses the

administrative offices, although
Honigsfeld says that when the
funds are raised, plans are already
in place to build an extension on the
school that will include its adminis-
trative offices.   

“The community has been very
supportive of the project, in recog-
nition of the work we do for all fac-
tions of the community, including
Reform, Conservative and

Orthodox Jewish population,”
Honigsfeld emphasizes, adding,
“Our capital campaign is $6 mil-
lion, of which $3 million has been
pledged already and almost $2 mil-
lion collected.” 

Kulanu’s Shadow program, run

by Jonathan Cooper, director of
Inclusion and Community Services,
has been instrumental in teaching
young people in the Jewish commu-
nity to have compassion and toler-
ance for special needs children.
Trained student volunteers are

paired with children with dis-
abilities their own age, at syn-
agogue, community events
and after-school programs. “It
gives them the opportunity to
learn how to care for people
other than themselves who
might be different,” Cooper
explains. 

In the decade since initiat-
ing the Shadow program,
many of his student volun-
teers have gone on to careers
in the health service sector.
“A lot has to do with their

experience here with us,” he says.  
Since its founding, Kulanu has

transformed the lives of hundreds
of special needs students and their
families, as well as educated the
outside community about the need
for sensitivity and inclusion. 

“The Jewish community is more
aware, responsive and respectful of
individuals with challenges and
how they can be incorporated into
the fabric of their communities,”
Raskin says. 

Bienstock, who says she has seen
many positive changes in her
daughter’s socialization skills and
self-confidence while at Kulanu,
credits the organization with chang-

ing the perception of her daughter
in the eyes of the community. “Now
when my 14-year-old son takes my
daughter for walks in the neighbor-
hood, I can’t believe how people
say hello to her and know her by her
first name.”

For more information, call
516.569.3083 or visit Kulanu
online at www.kulanukids.org. 

Together
continued from page 8

10      JEWISH WORLD  •  OCT. 30 - NOV. 5, 2009

Vote for an Open,
Modern, Efficient

Government!
Vote for Carrie Solages

for Nassau County
Clerk!

Two audits in recent years have called the County Clerk’s Office a terribly
mismanaged, inefficient agency that doesn’t follow even the most basic
accounting standards, and The New York Times likened it to “a mom-and-pop
shop.”

As a local attorney, community leader and member of the county’s
Commission on Human Rights, I know county government — and I
know that Nassau residents deserve better.

The County Clerk’s Office affects all of us! If elected, I pledge to:
• Modernize the office and eliminate waste, saving taxpayer dollars
• Provide technical assistance to small-business owners
• Ease access to important records held by the county, including deeds

Vote for Carrie Solages on November 3rd
on Row A or E

Paid for by Carrie 4 Nassau. For more information or to volunteer, write to Carrie4Nassau@gmail.com or
call (516) 398-7657 Valid August 26th 2009 - October 31st 2009  Excluding groups I, J, K, M

(Minivans) during October 1st - 10th 2009.

www.avis.co.il
sales@avisusa.net

Kulanu’s ‘Shadow’ 
program has been 

instrumental in teaching
young people in the 

Jewish community to 
have compassion and 
tolerance for special 

needs children.

Benefactor Melodie Scharf speaks with
Mindy Kofman Rosengarten,

Kulanu director of development.
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Save the dates for two upcom-
ing Kulanu events. 

• This Friday, Oct. 30, there
will be a Kulanu Lawrence
Shabbat Tea and Talk entitled
“The Challenged Child: A
Challenge for the Community,”
at 8 p.m., 72 Muriel Avenue,
Lawrence.

The panel will include three
speakers: Lauri Barbanel, moth-
er of five, who will discuss how
the community can become
more sensitive to the challenges
parents may face; Rabbi Josh
Joseph, chief of staff for
Yeshiva University President
Richard M. Joel; and Julie Stern
Joseph, professor of Jewish his-
tory, Stern College for Women,
and author of Am I My Mother’s

Daughter? A Search for
Identity. 

The event is free and open to
the public; no solicitations will
be made.

• On Saturday, Dec. 19, 7:30
p.m., Kulanu will host its
Annual Scholarship Dinner at
the Sands of Atlantic Beach. The
evening’s honorees are: Mindy
and Gerald Gartner, recipients of
the Amudei Chesed Award;
Monica and Elan Guttman,
recipients of the Kulanu Young
Leadership Award; and Frank
Cristo, FCIC Construction
Services, who will receive the
Community Service Award.

For details on both events, visit
www.kulanukids.org or call
516.569.3083, ext. 106.

Upcoming at Kulanu




