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Cracking the Books
Kollel Torah Advances Judaic Study 
in 85 Cities in FSU & Europe

A dramatic initiative to 
promote Torah study 
has snowballed in recent 

months. Kollel Torah, launched in 
2014, now has chapters in 19 coun-
tries in the Former Soviet Union 
and Europe. One thousand-five 
hundred men meet daily across 
85 cities, for the study of Talmud, 
Jewish law, and Chasidic texts; 960 
women in 60 select cities convene 
weekly for intensive learning. 

As in the traditional kollel sys-
tem, each participant receives a sti-
pend and is expected to pass a test 
to ensure comprehension. 

“We knew that Chabad repre-

sentatives are doing great things in 
their cities—holiday programming, 
schools for children, Shabbat 
meals—but organized learning 
was a challenge,” explains Rabbi 
Bentzi Lipsker of S. Petersburg, 
Russia. 

He joined forces with Rabbi 
Moshe Weber, his colleague in 
Dnepropetrovsk, Ukraine, to de-
sign this systematic study system 
geared for adults. A team of rabbis 
in Berdichev prepares the texts in 
Hebrew and Russian so that each 
kollel can follow the same curricu-
lum. The 18th installment was re-
cently delivered. 

continued on page 11

Adults in
Preschool
a peek inside
osher’s
classrooms

Most parents drop their 
children off at pre-
school and then move 

on with their day.
At this northern Manhattan 

school, the parents follow their kids 
right through the front door.

continued on page 10

After being displaced from their 
campus Chabad House digs 
for some three years, hundreds 

of Jewish students who find a haven at 
Chabad of McGill University are finally 
settling back into their newly remodeled 
Chabad House. A former row house, the 
100 year-old building underwent an in-
tensive $2.2 million renovation and ex-
pansion and was finally rededicated in 
early April 2016.

 An historic part of the local Chabad 
infrastructure established in 1973 to serve 
Jewish students at McGill University, the 

building took on various uses, at one time 
even headquartering all the activities of 
Chabad of Montreal until it fell into 
serious disrepair. When Rabbi Shmuly 
Weiss of Los Angeles and his wife, Rashi, 
a Montreal native, arrived at Chabad of 
McGill in 2007, the building was few 
years away from being condemned.

 “We needed to gut the interior of 
the three-story structure and expand 
the building to meet our current needs,” 
Weiss says, recalling the slow-going pro-
cess and the many setbacks along the way. 
With the help of Mr. George Rohr, the 

CAMPUS 
       Jewish Life Grows
at McGill University
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EDUCATION

This is Osher Early Learning Center, where the 
holistic curriculum is directed by children’s natural 
curiosity. The school’s parents bequeathed it the name 

“Osher,” meaning both happiness and wealth, reflect-
ing the joy and enrichment Osher provides. Advanced 
science experiments, music classes, and engineering 
explorations are led by professional scientists, musi-
cians, and architects, otherwise known as mom and 
dad. “It’s almost like a home school here,” says director 
Elisheva Kirschenbaum. “Each parent brings their 
own abilities, passions, and interests, they bring them-
selves, to school. It’s a real group effort.” 

Since the school’s 2011 opening, parents have been 
a mainstay at Osher, from teaching classes, to leading 
field trips or balancing the books. In exchange, they 
receive work/study grants that allow the school to be 
self-sustaining and affordable for families wanting 
this caliber of a preschool experience for their children.

Anna Pervukhin is a criminal defense attorney in 
Manhattan. Two of her children graduated the school, 
and she  has twins in the wings waiting for their turn 
to attend. Pervukhin is a passionate supporter of Osh-

er and has dedicated her volunteer hours to marketing 
the school as well as redesigning its website.

“A lot of the parents have backgrounds in math and 
science and music and art, and every time they teach 
a class or do a special project, it gets absorbed into 
the larger curriculum,” she says. “A few years back, 
a parent who is an architect did a lesson on bridges 
that inspired the teachers to develop a whole series of 
building projects. I suppose hired professionals could 
do the same thing, but having parents involved hands-
on injects a special energy, a special vibe. Parents are 
invested, and they pour their whole hearts into what 
they are doing. The kids can feel that.”

When students ex-
pressed an interest in 
shopping and store-
fronts, Kirschenbaum 
hauled out a big card-
board box and they had 
a go at it. They mea-
sured, sawed (with their 
teacher’s help), created 
signage, and chose mer-
chandise. In the end, 
they had a fun store to play with and in the process 
they accrued mathematical, literacy, and cooperation 
skills. Another box became a space shuttle (a popular 
haunt for kids eager to blast off ) in conjunction with 
the class’ unit on space. 

Osher is a bilingual program. The lead teacher 
is a native Hebrew speaker and the children leave 
the school speaking this second language fluent-
ly. Kirschenbaum is passionate about her students 
learning Hebrew as a gateway for future Jewish in-
volvement. People who speak and read Hebrew, she 

believes, have a “much easier time talking about Torah 
and G-d. They can open a siddur [prayer book] and 
be inspired by a blessing, without having to have the 
words translated.” 

The small school teaches Judaism and the He-
brew alphabet through a hands-on, Reggio-inspired 
approach. Students made lightning and thunder to 
mimic the giving of the Torah, and planted trees in 
honor of the holiday of Tu B’Shvat. To learn about 
the concept of kosher, they marched off to a neighbor-
hood store to check out kosher products and symbols. 

Every morning before work, Gisele Garelik and a 
friend come early for breakfast club. They get a chance 

to witness and take part in their tots’ school experienc-
es. “I love watching my kids bond with other children. 
I love watching them develop Jewish hearts and souls. 
I love that they have their own lives outside of our 
family unit.”

Her husband built cubbies for the kids and helped 
build the school’s stability with financial planning. 
Garelik, who began the school’s PTA, believes strong-
ly in the parent-school partnership. The Garelik’s in-
volvement, she says, shows their two children “that we 
care about what they are learning, who they are learn-
ing with, and how they are learning.” Her friendships 
with other parents and teachers, she says, “serves as a 
good model for their ability to develop relationships.” 

With a program built so profoundly on the trifecta 
of parents, teachers, and children, Osher’s inspiration 
travels naturally beyond the classroom. 

Pervukhin says that the school’s warm, integrative 
approach is trickling into her own home. “I feel like 
my kids are holding us all to a higher standard. I went 
from being a Yom Kippur type Jew to keeping a ko-
sher-style kitchen and making a really big deal about 
Shabbat and holidays. My husband is now obsessed 
with studying Hebrew so he can “keep up” with the 
kids. Even my mother, who lives out of state, has be-
come more religious. There is nothing like seeing Ju-
daism through the eyes of an enthusiastic toddler to 
squash cynicism.”

Whether it is upholstering a chair or tasting sam-
ples at a farmer’s market, creating art from found 
materials or discovering the sounds of the Aleph-Bet, 
Kirschenbaum’s passion to educate children in a hap-
py, child-directed manner shines through. “Learning 
happens organically through life,” she notes. “This is 
childhood as it should be.”  n

Osher is a bilingual program. The lead teacher is a 
native Hebrew speaker and the children leave the 

school speaking this second language fluently. 
Kirschenbaum is passionate about her students 

learning Hebrew as a gateway for future 
Jewish involvement.

Advanced science experiments,  
music classes, and engineering 
explorations are led by professional 
scientists, musicians, and architects, 
otherwise known as mom and dad.
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A Peek Inside Osher’s Classrooms
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