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NOT AT RISK: EDUCATION 
AS A WORK OF HEART
BY YAAKOV (JACK) BIELER

Imagine a school in which the stu-
dents determine when they come 
and go to school, what subjects 

they study, and how many exams they 
take. A school in which teachers and 
faculty show their students uncondi-
tional love, patience, and tolerance. An 
educational setting that welcomes stu-
dents with open arms regardless of pre-
vious delinquent behavior or how many 
other schools have expelled them.

Welcome to Meled Jerusalem, the 
acronym for Merkaz L’Mida Dati, lit-
erally “Religious Learning Center,” but 
technically it is an alternative religious 
high school. Envisioned, founded, and 
led by Dr. Gottesman, a developmental 
psychologist, the school began in Sep-
tember 1995 as a pilot project and has 
steadily grown in reputation and eff ec-
tiveness ever since. Its history, educa-
tional approach, and success stories 
are detailed in Dr. Gottesman’s mem-
oir, Not at Risk (Menorah Books, 2018).

Gottesman initially devoted con-
siderable time and eff ort to studying 
blind individuals and designing pro-
gramming for them in both the U.S. 
and Israel. He then turned his atten-
tion to engaging adolescents who, for 
various reasons, did not fi t into typical 
mainstream religious schools in Isra-
el. Employing an eclectic of theoreti-

cal constructs based upon the work of 
Alexander Sutherland Neill, Milton H. 
Erickson, and Rabbi Joseph B. Solove-
itchik, Gottesman developed novel ed-
ucational principles and directives for 
his unique institution.

From the students’ copious testi-
monies in the book, attending Meled 
dramatically turned around their lives 
and the lives of many other young 
people. They attest that prior to going 

to Meled, many had been depressed, 
lacked self-confi dence and self-es-
teem, suff ered from abuse at home, 
experimented with drugs and alcohol, 
were alienated from their families, and 
were uninterested in academic study. 
However, Dr. Gottesman provided 
them with a sympathetic “ear,” a sense 
of control over their own education and 
daily activities, and the emotional and 
academic support that they needed to 
become successful.

Most graduates of Meled are de-
scribed as optimistic about their fu-
tures. They have overcome their aca-
demic challenges, have happily created 
families of their own, and have taken up 
healthy and constructive places within 
overall society.

In addition to a description of the po-
litical issues that dogged this nascent 
religious institution as it gained offi  -
cial recognition and fi nancial support 
from the Israeli educational establish-
ment, most of Not at Risk is composed 
of testimonials by students, parents, 
and staff  members. These accounts are 
supplemented by plentiful anecdotes 
supplied by Gottesman, describing the 
daunting circumstances that aff ect-
ed many of the students. While Meled 
understandably does not accept those 
who are profoundly mentally chal-
lenged, psychotic to the point where 
the individual cannot cope with reality, 
or people exhibiting severe psycholog-
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9:30 Young Israel of Woodmere
 Beis Medrash Heichal Dovid (S-Th)
9:45 Yeshiva Shor Yashov
 Yeshiva Gedolah of the 5 Towns
 Kehillas Bais Yehuda Tzvi (S-Th)
 The White Shul
10:00 Young Israel of Woodmere
 Agudas Israel of Long Island
 Yeshiva of Far Rockaway
 The Shteebel (Main Bais Medrash)
10:15 Kollel Avreichem
10:30 Young Israel of Woodmere
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11:15 Kehillas Bais Yehuda (Thursdays)
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 Boston Beis Midrash of Lawrence

To add or modify a listing, please email: 5tjtgraphics@gmail.com

Minyanim in the 5 Towns/Far Rockaway Area
Mincha Maariv

During the winter months Young Israel of Woodmere has a marriv minyan 
every half hour after 6:30, ending with the 11:00 maariv. 
Boston Beis Midrash of Lawrence has maariv every 20 minutes from 10:40-12

Not at Risk

Menachem Gottesman Leah Gottesman
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ical pathology, for the many 
who have been accepted, the 
school has minimal rules and 
expectations: students are 
prohibited from causing oth-
ers bodily harm, using drugs 
or alcohol on school premis-
es, and stealing. Otherwise, 
“the ball is in the student’s 
court,” a truism that Gottes-
man fondly and frequently 
invokes. Counter-intuitively, 
it is left to the students to de-
termine when they come to 
school, which subjects they 
study, how many state exams 
they prepare for, and in which 
extracurricular activities they 
participate.

Perhaps the most extraordi-
nary point is the Gottesmans’ 
personal commitment to the 
students, such as the times 
they have taken students into 
their home as foster children 
in order to ensure they have 
a safe place to live. This ho-
listic devotion appears to be 
complemented by the staff ’s 
remarkable commitment to-
wards the students, as even 
members of the offi  ce staff  
serve as resources for the stu-
dents. Furthermore, on occa-
sions in which students need 
to be committed into outside 
institutions or encounter dif-
fi culties with the justice sys-
tem, Gottesman and members 
of the Meled staff  support the 
students even while they’re 
away from school. As a result, 
or, as one might imagine, as a 
token of appreciation, many 
alumni maintain connections 
with their former teachers, 
counselors, and tutors, and 
often include them in celebra-
tions even after they graduate.

There are also a number 
of former students who now 
work at the school. Naturally, 
those who were once Meled 
students and now work there 
serve as outstanding role 
models for the current student 
body. Even staff  members who 
had a more traditional, struc-
tured upbringing and educa-
tion show unconditional love, 
patience, tolerance, fl exibility, 
and understanding on a regu-
lar basis to the students, both 
inside and outside the class-
room, which is truly excep-
tional.

At Meled, teacher-student 
ratios are smaller than oth-
er Jewish schools, while the 
workload and exam schedule 
favor small learning groups. 
This structure creates more 
time for meaningful, one-on-
one discussions, tutoring, and 
soul-searching. Clearly this 
type of intensive atmosphere 
demands a tremendous level 
of openness and dedication, 
both quantitatively and quali-
tatively, and supports Gottes-
man’s vision of the school fo-

Thank you 
to all our 

loyal clients
for continuing 

to put your 
trust in us.

Would you like to have a chevrusah 
where you can be learning 
cutting edge issues in Torah and Shas?  

Would you like to learn 
through Shas 

in depth - but quickly?

Would you like someone 
to help you write 
your own sefer on any topic?

If any of these interest you, 
please email learntorahandshas@gmail.
com.  Limited slots available.
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cusing not just on instruction, but to 
dispense therapy, as well. Here, staff  
members ostensibly serve as “thera-
pists” in addition to being educators.

One can imagine that this unique 
environment, and the expectations 
that come along with this approach, 
may be uncomfortable and unnatural 
for new faculty members. Therefore, 
due to my own extensive background 
as faculty member and administrator 
in Jewish day schools as well as think-
ing, researching, and writing about the 
challenges that such institutions face, 
I wonder how Meled identifi es and 
hires new staff . What sort of training 
do new faculty members go through to 
ensure their success, particularly for 
those who have no previous experience 
working in a therapeutic environment?

The authors explain that newly hired 
staff  members initially spend time ob-
serving students and get briefed on 
their backgrounds. However, it would 
have been helpful and interesting to 
read more details about the training 
process, especially with regards to 
teachers without experience in thera-
peutic settings. One would also like to 
know how many hours the staff  spends 
in school. After all, the extent of dedi-
cation demonstrated by the staff  goes 
above and beyond a typical workday. 
Surely juggling family responsibilities 
with total devotion to extremely needy 
students constitutes a signifi cant chal-
lenge for anyone. Are faculty members 
married and do they have families of 
their own? Again, it would be interest-
ing to read about these aspects in more 
detail.

In Jewish day schools today, there 
are inordinate pressures on students 
largely brought to bear by the dual 
curriculum. This stress often aggra-
vates angst, low self-confi dence, and 
other problems that we frequently 
see in Jewish teens. Therefore, aside 
from the logistical complexities that 
recruiting and training faculty might 
entail, it is refreshing to learn of an in-
stitution that is conceptualized to sin-
gle-mindedly serve the students, and 
that succeeds in working so patiently 
and lovingly with them. The Gottes-
mans’ radical approach towards their 
deeply troubled students allows them 
to think and act outside the framework 
of a typical school and develop the idea 
of being truly child-centered and “con-
sumer-driven” with respect to their 
student body. This is an important 
emphasis that should be replicated in 
Jewish schools throughout Israel and 
the Diaspora. Moreover, Meled proves 
that a holistic approach that mixes 
therapy, warmth, patience, and educa-
tion with a cadre of caring, dedicated 
staff  could very much benefi t adoles-
cents in need.

Not at Risk therefore presents a chal-
lenge to the Jewish day school world: to 
translate theory into reality, to listen to 
students and support them. Dr. Gottes-
man’s model shows that it is possible 
to turn troubled teens into thriving, 
healthy people when the school’s atti-
tude shifts from ‘at risk’ to ‘not at risk’. 
The Meled model is a refreshing inspi-
ration that can and should be adopted, 
both in religious and secular communi-
ties alike. 

Cushions At Hilton Tel Aviv

Cushions in all Hilton Tel Aviv bedrooms and suites are now in bigger sizes, as per 
Hilton’s new guidelines. What do you do with 1,200 almost brand-new down cushions 
that are small in size and, as of today, out of use? General manager Ronnie Fortis con-
tacted the Lasova association, which operates homeless shelters and youth centers 
accommodating children at risk all over the country, and off ered a donation. Most of 
them will enjoy Hilton pampering headrests. Gilad Harish, founder and chairman of 
the association, was extremely emotional about this thoughtful gesture. 
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