
JECEI Accreditation 

Portfolio 

Indicators and Evidence 

The Saul and Carole Zabar Nursery School 
at the JCC in Manhattan 

2009-2010 

Age of Children: Three and Four 

Lisa Gersten, Sheri Narvaez, Jen Smith, and 
Jenna Barker 

Classroom 2 



Indicator 5 

 



 



 



 



 

Indicator 6A. Make visible your approach to integrating Jewish living and learning 

into your classroom. Include how the lenses are part of your approach. 

The JECEI lenses are integrated in our daily classroom life. Tikkun Olam can be seen 

through the Mitzvahs we have done like hygiene kits for Haiti. Masa is seen when we 

revisit, reflect, and relate stories from Jewish history to our own journeys in life (our Fear 

and Bravery book). Kôdushah is in the sacred environment we create for the children in 

the beginning of the year. As the year progresses they take over and form an ownership 

of their holy space. 

The lens thatôs most prominent in our classroom is the spirit of Dôrash. Childrenôs 

natural curiosity leads to inquiry and by promoting investigations we are allowing them 

to make meaningful interpretations. In our classroom we pride ourselves on not giving 

the children answers. We believe that the children learn best through discovering the 

myriad of possibilities that can come through exploration. One example is when we took 

on snails as our classroom pets. We introduced this idea to the children and they 

immediately took to it, and many questions arose creating a prime opportunity for 

dialogue inquiry, and transmission. We provided the children with multiple books, 

images, and access to the internet in order to encourage and support their pursuit. Here 

are some pieces of the conversations we heard, observed, and participated in: 

What should we put in our snail habitat? 

ñA hole! They eat dirt.ò 

ñWe can put grass in there.ò 

ñTo make it nice and soft we could use some sand.ò 

Questions: 

ñWhy is their chalk in the habitat?ò 

ñWhy do snails poke their eyes?ò 

ñWhy are they not sticking out their tongues when they eat?ò 

Some answers we have learned: 
ñThey go back in their shell when they are shy or scared.ò 

ñTheir teeth are on their tongue.ò 

ñThey have no legs or arms.ò 

The children have continued to investigate and care for the snails throughout the year. 

They have a sense of ownership and responsibility to these pets and even asked to us to 

create a job labeled snail helper. Itôs wonderful to have witnessed the growth of their 

commitment (Bôrit) and belonging with their beloved pets. 



Indicator 6 

A Fear and Bravery Curriculum with a Relation to Hanukkah 

One day during morning meeting several children started mentioning the nightmares they 

were having. As they told their stories we noticed most children had a comment or story 

to add to the discussion. We realized being scared was a common feeling among the 

children. 

After the meeting we took a small group aside to discuss: ñWhat is a dream? 

ñM- ñA dreams most are kinds of skeletons.ò 
Teacher-ñAre there skeletons in a good dream?ò 

M- ñNo.ò 

A-ñitôs something like bones in the middle of the night for me.ò 

O-ñUmm... like a big monster came and itôs gooey.ò 

M-ñAt the Halloween night I saw the flying Dutchman and a robot dream.ò 

J-ñall the nights when its really late Iôm in my bed and a dinosaur comes in and I hide 

under my covers in my bed and I hear footsteps going that way and I peek. I get outta my 

bed and lock the door so he can never come in again.ò 

After looking back on these quotes, we thought about the different strategies children 

used to overcome their fears. Over the next few weeks we continued to encourage 

children to share their stories, fears, ideas, and feelings. We read books like: Thereôs 

Something There by Mercer Mayer, Dreams by Ezra Jack Keats, and Only in Dreams: 

Bedtime Story by Paul Frank Industries. We also had them dictate stories in the writing 

center that went along with their drawings, and they began to tell stories with the puppets 

in the puppet theater. 

Children acting out stories in 

the puppet theater. 

 Fear and bravery books we 

read. 
 

With Hanukkah approaching, we realized this was a perfect opportunity to delve deeper 

into this idea of being scared and overcoming bravery, just like Judah and the Macabees. 

As a Hanukkah gift to the families in our class, we had each child tell a story of being 

scared. Here is the letter in the beginning of the book explaining the initial connection 

between the story of Hanukkah and the themes and curriculum emerging in our class. 

 



 

Here is the letter: 

December 17, 2009 

Dear Families, 

Happy Hanukkah! We would like to present this book to you as a gift from the class. We have 
worked very hard for several weeks on this book. 

What does Hanukkah mean to us? Hanukkah is a time to celebrate Jewish uniqueness, family, 
food, and a celebration of light. It is also a time when we celebrate the Macabeeôs bravery. In the 
Hanukkah story, Judah Macabee showed great bravery in the face of adversity. Times were scary 
for the Jewish people. King Antiochus and his army were forcing the Jews to denounce their 
religion. We have chosen to make the connection between the Hanukkah story and the childrenôs 
acts of bravery in this book, which is a gift to you in honor of each child. 

All children naturally have fears. Some of these fears include the dark, monsters, being alone, 
trying something new, and the unknown. Children need to confront their fears in order to 
overcome them. The act of talking about their fears helps to get it out in the open, and makes the 
fear less scary. Children also overcome their fears by acting them out. We see this in the 
dramatic play area and on the roof. Notice your child playing stranger, monster, and ghosts? This 
is why! 

We hope that this collection of stories helps you better understand your childôs fears, as well as 
appreciate their acts of bravery. 

May you have a very happy holiday and a restful vacation. See you all in 2010! 

Love, 
Lisa, Jen, and 

Sheri 

Here is an example of a page from the book we created for the families: 

This is a picture of the giant 

Buzz Light Year balloon being 

blown up outside of Danielaôs 

window. 



Here is an excerpt from the reflection we concluded our book with: 

Trying Something New and the Unknown: 

Fear of the unknown, or new situations, are naturally intimidating for young children. This is an instinct 

we all have in order to keep us safe. This year in particular we have been focusing on trying new things, 

such as food, mixing friends, and new experiences. We challenge the children daily with new projects and 

materials. At first, the children can be apprehensive; however, we highly praise and encourage the efforts 

the children make in order to overcome their inhibitions. The childrenôs ability to be brave is internalized 

when they can look back and realize, ñI made it through this!ò 

These moments of pride and discovery contribute to their growth in courage and bravery. They will be 

more willing to try new or unfamiliar things when looking back at their accomplishments. 

In addition to the books, we invited parents to perform a puppet show of the story of 

Hanukkah. Four parents volunteered to write and perform the story of Hanukkah to be 

acted out during our party. In the script we emphasized both the theme of bravery, as 

well as, the importance of the miracle, the Jewish symbols, and traditions of Hanukkah 

(such as, the oil, the menorah, and the eight days of celebration). We included the script 

in the books, as well as, a latke recipe (we told the children about ñthe importance of 

cooking in oil in honor of the holidayò), songs, and pictures of the children making olive 

oil with special guest, Rabbi Fried. 

Here are clips from ou script highlighting the bravery theme and Jewish symbols: 

Jewish people: We want to be Jewish! We will go! But we donôt have any weapons or animals. How can 

we win the battle? 

Judah Macabee: We have to be brave! We will trick them! When they are sleeping, we will dump out all 

their food and water so they are hungry and thirsty. They wonôt have any energy left to fight us with. 

Jewish people: Yeah, yeah. Great idea Judah! Letôs go. 

Judah Macabee: Come on guys! 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

Jewish people: Look, there is a little bit of oil left. Just enough for one day! What are we gonna do... Hmm, 

letôs be brave and light it anyway. 

Narrator 2: Well, the Jewish people decided to light the menorah anyway. And guess what?! A MIRACLE 

happened. The menorah didnôt just stay lit for one day, it stayed lit for one day, and two days, and three 

days, and four days, and five days, and six days, and seven days, and eight days! 

Narrator 1 and 2: So, to remember what happened to the Jewish people long ago, we celebrate 8 nights of 

Hanukkah and light 8 candles on the menorah. 

Narrator 2: And so, the Jewish people went back to the temple and cleaned up everything. Soon, everything 

was back to normal, except one thing.... They couldnôt find any oil to light the Nair Tamid. The looked and 

looked and finally found a little tiny bit of oil. 



 

 

 

Indicators: 

6.1 Children share their feelings, ideas, questions, and/or experiences with their peers and/or 
adults. 
6.2 Children have access to a variety of materials to explore Jewish life. 
6.3 Children work on projects in small groups. 
6.4 Children and teachers both explore and celebrate moments of blessing, transition, and 
thanks. 
6.5 Children learn about their identities or uniqueness e.g. developmentally, culturally. 
6.6 Children explore their ideas and/or feelings through art or nature experiences. 
6.7 Children and teachers explore the why of Jewish symbols and practices. 
6.8 Teachers create a culture of inquiry in the classroom; this cycle involves multiple steps such 
as dialogue, reflection, investigation, and action. 
6.9 Teachers make Jewish learning foundational by exploring the JECEI lenses such as the 
ideas, values, symbols, stories, and/or practices embedded in them. 
6.10 Teachers explore with parents the why of Jewish symbols and practices. 
6.11 Teachers connect the stories and ideas in torah and/or other Jewish sources to daily 
experiences. 
6.12 Teachers utilize a variety of Jewish sources such as stories, materials, artifacts, symbols, 
food, music, and/or Hebrew to deepen childrenôs learning experiences. 
6.13 Teachers share with parents evidence of the JECEI lenses in the childrenôs learning 
experiences. 
6.14 Teachers get to know children and their families by gathering stories or symbols about their 
histories, hopes, and/or dreams. 

 

 

Parents 

performing the 

Hanukkah 

Story puppet 

show. 

 

 



 

Indicator 7 

Puppet Small Group 

Puppets have been prominent part of our classroom. They started as a tool for the 

teachers to express ideas, stories, feelings, and problem solving to the children. As the 

year progressed, we noticed that puppets were being used in other areas of the classroom, 

especially with a select group of children. 

We did two things to broaden the concept of puppetry and story-telling. One was 

bringing in the puppet stage to inspire storytelling. The other was creating provocations 

by going on a field trip to the marionette theater in Central Park. The show was ñThreeò, 

which was a combination of The Three Little Pigs, The Three Bears, and The Three Billy 

Goats Gruff. We read the stories prior to the trip and the children had multiple 

opportunities to act out and retell these stories. The children used our puppet theater and 

pre-made puppets to retell these stories as well as others. 

During one work-time, we saw a child go to the puppet area, pick out and puppet, and 

took it to the writing center. Her goal was to replicate the puppet through drawing. Her 

attention to detail was astounding. Watching her work inspired us to have a small group 

of children create puppets to aid us in our next upcoming story: The Passover Story. 

 

Teacher took those three children who showed initiative and interest in puppet making 

and began a small group investigation. We scheduled this work to take place 3 times a 

week during our work-time (each session lasting about 30 minutes.) 

Teacher took the three children outside to work in a separate space to give them a place 

to think, create, and collaborate. Here they where were able to focus without the 

distractions of other children and choices. Working outside the classroom made it special 

for them, and they look forward to it and ask ñWhen are we going to leave the classroom 

and work on our puppets?ò It gave them the sense of pride and ownership over their own 

project. 



First they told the story without any props. They discussed who the different characters 

were in the Passover story. Then Teacher used technology to aid in this process as well. 

Teacher took the children to the computer room and printed images from the internet. 

The children were inspired by the pictures they found and used them as examples of the 

different ways to create characters. The children referred to these images in combination 

with their own ideas of what each character should look like. For example, J. said 

ñPharaoh needs to have a frown face because he was mean.ò She then asked, ñHow do 

you make a frown?ò Another child showed her that you can make a frown like an upside-

down smile. 

 

We are in the process of documenting this process using various means, including 

dictation, taking photographs, filming their puppet work, and taking notes. We will create 

a bulletin board that features this process and served as a platform to present their final 

products. Our board will also serves as a means of communication between us teachers 

and the parents. They are always encouraged to view our boards as a means of 

celebrating the work and progress the children have done. 

 

Here is an example of our documentation board and a Journey Binder entry for this 

project: 

 


