Alumni project links students past and present

by Maxine Fischbein

The hallways of Calgary Jewish Academy are lined with photographs that provide portals to the proud history of Jewish day school education in Calgary.  Now, a recently formed alumni committee is hoping that those photos,  together with information provided by former CJA, Calgary Hebrew School and I. L. Peretz school students, will help organizers bring generations of former students together to celebrate past highlights and support the continuing tradition of Jewish day school education here in Calgary.

“That history is a proud one,” says committee chair Bev Sklar, who is in the midst of some exciting time travel as she endeavours – with the help of an army of past students – to build comprehensive class lists of students who attended CJA and its predecessor schools which amalgamated in 1986.

It is nearly 100 years since the Talmud Torah – later known as the Calgary Hebrew School and the Charles Waterman Talmud Torah – was established in 1910 as a one-room after-school cheder behind the original House of Jacob Synagogue.  The I. L. Peretz School opened its doors as a Yiddish-based afternoon school in 1927 and, in 1930, became Calgary’s first Jewish day school.  
Thousands of lives have been touched by those schools and the Calgary Jewish Academy says Cheryl Milner, a member of the CJA Alumni Committee. 

“Those memories help remind us why Jewish education is so important in our community,” Milner says.

Calgary Hebrew School second generation alumna Lisa Silver is thrilled that the search is on for former students.  It was on her watch as president of CJA that the alumni committee was launched after she returned, inspired, from a Jewish education conference in Boston.  There, a two-part workshop convinced Silver, the mother of two CJA students, that the school was missing out on a golden opportunity.  

The sessions, run by a former development officer at Boston University, spoke to the enormous social, educational and financial benefits of an alumni association.  The workshop, says Silver, dealt with how to build alumni databases including information that would help organizers find personally meaningful ways to get graduates and other former students back in touch with old friends and, perhaps, connect them with current school activities and initiatives.

“It blew me away, recalls Silver, who says she was also very pleased that the CJA board was able to recruit Bev Sklar, another alumna with deep roots in the school, to tackle the project.

Silver acknowledges that alumni may be a significant untapped financial resource.

“It isn’t just about the money, though.  It is about building a support base of people who are there because they love and support the place,” Silver says.

“There is a hole in the school.  We focus on the present and future . . . how about connecting it all with the past?”

There have been other efforts made by former students and staff to bring the various school alumni together in the past. A number of informal networks of school alumni exist, including a group of former classmates who have met several times for reunions and a Facebook community comprising more than 150 individuals, say Cheryl Milner and Lisa Thomson who, together with Mindy Joffe, Karen Levitt and Susan Dvorkin serve on Sklar’s committee.

The group has been meeting regularly.  A primary focus of their work is to develop a data base so they can reach out to as many previous students as possible.

While some information is readily available, privacy laws have made the collection of additional information tricky.  Committee members are therefore hoping that alumni will get in touch with them.  

“Our goal for the coming year is to get a newsletter out to as many former students as possible,” says Sklar who also sees the committee working toward a reunion that would bring together generations of Calgarians and former Calgarians who attended the various schools.

Overall, the committee is seeking to build community while helping to provide a strong support system for Jewish education in Calgary now and well into the future.

For committee members like Thompson, Milner and Sklar, that connection is bred in the bone after three or four generations.
Thomson’ grandfather, Jacob Moses Freedman, was among the earliest Hebrew school teachers in Calgary.  Milner’s grandmother, Nellie Tucker, was president of the Calgary Hebrew School’s Mother’s Auxiliary for a decade.  Thomson’s father, Bill Freedman, and Sklar’s father, Jack Sklar, served as presidents of the school.   Each generation of these families boast Hebrew School or CJA alumni and/or current students.
Milner and Sklar’s families also share some roots at the I. L. Peretz School.  Milner’s mother, Teresa Tucker, was a student there as was her nephew, Lorne Tucker, Sklar’s husband.
“The schools were more of a community hub in those days,” says Thomson.   She hopes that the establishment of a strong alumni association will help to link more people to the CJA, forming a school community in an old-new way.

Sklar, Milner, Thomson and Silver – each of whose children attended or currently attend CJA – continue to enjoy the friendships made during their formative years at Hebrew School.

“That’s where you met your life long friends,” recalls Sklar.

“These people shaped our lives,” Thomson says.  

Some remain nearby; others have left Calgary.  

“We want to find out where they went, what they did and who they are,” says Thomson who hopes that an alumni association will help old friends who have lost touch to reconnect with one another.

The search is on for all former CJA, Calgary Hebrew School and I. L. Peretz students, not just graduates.

 “So many other schools have alumni associations. We want to give former students a way to feel part of something,” says Cheryl Milner.

According to Calgary Jewish Academy Principal Ben Karmel, alumni already have a presence at CJA.  Some, with children of their own now attending the school, have taken on key lay leadership positions.  Yet most alumni have, until now, remained “an untapped resource.”

“We are trying to make this school the best it can possibly be for the children of current students,” says Karmel who, while focusing on the future, is grounded in the here and now, trying “to set everyone up to succeed in this school.”

“Without alumni,” says Karmel, “this is a greater challenge.”

“In going into the second century of the school we need the vision, counsel and support of the alumni.  With their help, the return in growth that we are already seeing here will know no bounds.”

“We need so many more feet moving in the same direction, enriching the community,” adds Karmel.  “The alumni play a key role.”

If you would like to get involved in alumni activities or provide contact information for former students of Calgary Jewish Academy, Calgary Hebrew School or I. L. Peretz School, please contact the alumni committee at cjaalumni@cja.ab.ca or 403 – 253 -3992.
This article originally appeared in the September 18, 2009 Edition of the Jewish Free Press in Calgary.

A Tale of Students Past and Present

by Maxine Fischbein

Calgary Jewish Academy alumni committee members are taking inspiration from an adventure experienced last year by two grade four students and their teacher. 

It all started when Sarah Thomson told Rachel Brodsky she wanted to show her “something really cool” in the school’s art room.  

The unfolding drama drew the attention of their teacher, Ian Brojges, aka “Moreh Yitz”.

They said they were looking for treasure, recalls Brojges.  “I wanted to know more.”

Up in the art room, Sarah, opened the drawer of a big desk and revealed a bunch of names, some carved, others scrawled, in pencil, ink or marker.

“It was written in faded, orangey marker,” recalls Rachel Brodsky of one name that also stood out from the others because it was accompanied by a phone number. 

Not one to walk away from a teachable moment, Brojges decided, on the spot, to honour the girls’ wonder and curiosity.

When they explained the urgent nature of their business, veteran teacher and assistant administrator Bev Schultz offered up her telephone and office so that the trio could find out more about the mystery girl who had once sat at the desk.

They dialled the number.  When they made contact, the woman on the other end of the line was, momentarily, taken aback.  

“Debbie doesn’t live here anymore,” she said.  “Can I help you?  I am her mother.”

What transpired, according to Brojges, was a “welcoming and warm” conversation during which Rose Zivot told Sarah and Rachel a little bit about her daughter, who had graduated from Calgary Hebrew School a generation earlier in 1975 and now lives in Scottsdale Arizona.  

Following the brief but memorable conversation, Moreh Yitz extended the impromptu lesson by taking the girls on a journey through the myriad photographs that line the school’s hallway.

Near the school gymnasium, the girls were excited to finally “meet” Debbie Zivot and all her classmates.

When reached by Jewish Free Press, Zivot was intrigued to hear the story of the girls’ search for her and says she would be really pleased to hear from, and about, them.

Given the statute of limitations, it is unlikely that the former Calgary Hebrew School student will be hauled into the office and punished for writing on her desk.

“I did much worse,” she chuckled, when she heard of the girls’ discovery, adding that the graffiti might have happened about the time she developed a keen interest in writing.

Asked about her own memories as a student, Zivot recalled her “amazing” grade one teacher, Miss Tillotson.  

Three decades later, two other girls have had their imaginations sparked by a dynamic educator who has something in common with that teacher of yore.

“Moreh Yitz is the best teacher for letting us do that,” says Rachel Brodsky.  It was an awesome experience and I will remember it for a long time.”

Those searching for alumni may want to get Sarah Thomson and Rachel Brodsky on the case.  Brojges will, no doubt, find a creative way to work it into his lesson plans.
Perhaps they can even help with another unsolved mystery still spoken about in hushed tones when 50-something Hebrew School alumni chance to meet.

Who stole Mr. Eisenberg’s strap?
This article originally appeared in the September 18, 2009 Edition of the Jewish Free Press in Calgary.

