[Educators’ Conference promotes respect and understanding

fny Eleria Qan- Baurn

he 10th biennial Edocators'

Conference,  sponsored by

the Helocaust Commission of

the United Jewish Federation

of Fidewater, addressed the
reality that Bad Things Happen 10 Good
Peaple .. E,'en Kids. The three day evens
focused off the ever-present specter of bul-
bying in iznd aur of) schools, as well as
its direct connection to historical events
like the Helocaust. Attendees came from
public and private early childhood, elemen-
tary, middle, and high schools, as well
as colleges and social service agencies, to
learn how to credle a caring community
inn their classtooms, insill respect for oth-
ers, and understand how better to 1each
the Holocaust to stmdenes of all ages, even
when survivors are not available o provide
Sirsthand testimony.

The 2011 Educators’ Conference,
underwritten by the Sam and Reba Sandler
Family Foundation, began on Monday,
Aug. 1 at the Ted Constant Convocation
Center at Old Dominton Universily,

In past years, teachers began with nen-
Holocaust ecducation and were weated 1o
& trip to the Virgini Holocaust Musenm
at the end of the conference, This vear,
however, the comminee decided thar the
Holocanst Commission should open and
close with its strength. Gail Flax, cenference
co-chair, says, “Urimately everything we do
is about Heloeausr education and honoring
our survivors. We immersed the teachers in
that this year, and the resulis were exactly
what we'd hoped for: educators energized

_ta go back to their classrooms and wse the
lessons of the Holocaust to build more car-
ing and aware studenis.”

Participants met at “rhe Ted” on Monday
morming and bearded a bus to Richmond.
Jay Ipson, Muscum founder, execurive
director and survivor, welcomed the group,
and talked about why the museum’s mis-
sion was critical, given the level of bullying
in schools. “Most teachers pretend they
don't see it,” he said, as heads nodded
around the beautiful smagogue/anditorium
in which he spoke.

The group, 75% of which had never
been o the museum belore, then went on
an mfermative and emotional docent-led
tour of the muscum’s collections. Afier a
delicious lunch, that partidpants were told
contained abour three rimes the caloric
value that the average concentration camp

“riternee wonld recetve in oa week, the
teachers heard from Dr. Simon Sibelman,
assistant executive director, on the toles

played by bystanders and
during the Holocaust. He srressed the Muzi
policy of collective responsibility, which
puL everyone at risk, not just the perpetra-
tor of “lawless acts” This made the reality
of becormng an upstander rather than a
bystander more hazardous o a persom's
family.

Eena Berlin, the museum’s education
director, then got down 1o the classroom
level with the group, sharing best practices
and ways to make the Holocanst more real
to children, from pre-teens o the college
bound. She gave the teachers practical
resources that many will bring into their
classrooms this year.

Day two opened at “the Ted” with a
dyniamic duo, Brandon Carroll and Shane
MeCarty. These young men founded a non-
profit organization called Actively Caring
for People in the wake of the wrapic 2007
shooting at their alma mater, Virginia Tech.
The goal of ACP is to create a community
which vatues acts of caring initiated simply
lor their own sake. More than just a *pay
it forward” philosophy, this translates in
the classtoom inte a reward system that
inspires students to pay attention to their
peers and seek to make them feel part of
o caring commumnity. In post conference
evaluations, participants called the presen-
tation "phmomcnﬂl." “excellent,” “Tull of
super ideas,” and said they would like to
implement the program at their schools.

Jenathan Zur, president and CEO of the
Virgima Center for Inclusive Communities,
then led the teachers and counselors in an
interactive session geared to how 1o create a
sense of belonging for students. “They need
to feel safe, valued, heard, and feel they can
make a mistake without losing their dig-
nity. This kind of environment will foster
learning, and not bullying.”

Farticipants were treated to a dramaric
presentation called Pushed, that Zur's VCIC
parinered with The Conciliation Project to
produce. In it, young aciors create scenes
reminiscent of those ccowrring on a daily
basis in classroems, school buses and caf-
eterias, even in cyberspace. This powerfil
presentation also included a talk-back ses-
sion with the actors, who are young enough
to remember the bullying they experienced
themselves, and trained to help teachers
find ways to diffuse and prevent it. One of
the young actors was asked by a teacher of
high school boys, “How far does teasing
have to go before it becomes bullying?
Recalling his own school experiences and
drawing on his training, he responded
that teasing can only take place within a
relationship. “H there is no relationship
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“upstanders”

berween the students involved,” he said,
“them it is not tessing, but in fact bullying.”

Kathleen Wakefield, a retired Virginia
Beach teacher and founder of 1 Need a
Lighthouse, an organization she began to
combat teen depression and suicide
after the tragic loss of her son 1o

all ages. As a child of survivors born in g
Displaced Persons Camp in Germany. his
views 23 a second genetation survivor as
well as his position as a Holocavst scholar
mformed his animated delivery. The group
loved his interactive styfe and praised

the deprh he brought o the: su]:ﬂect

these all too common problems, ~ There matter.

shared the symptoms and warn- Adter Tanch the, la.s]. two What
ing signs for teachers to look & was__q. We Carry presertations again
for, as well as the resources that pﬂlpﬂblé’ 'SPiﬁf_} received thunderous applavse.

are available to them and kids.
She and the other presenters
then led breakout sessions with
participanis, answering more
questions and sharing stories
and best practices from their own
experience.

The third day of the conference had
been highly anticipated by many, a8 the:
What We Carry program, inmoduced a
Yorn Hasheah, would be premiered. There’
was greal excitement as the day opened
with Christina Frierman, an honors English,
teacher at First Colonial High Schoal and.
tormer Holocaust Commission Teachers,
Award winner, sharing the program’ sh
created that EmLs bullymg behamors" n

erature, research, and wmmg "has ;
create many more good citizens, aware of
their effects on those around them.

After making this connection for the
participants, the Commission launched
the first two of the fonr What We Carry
presentations, which mvolve video of inter-
view footage of a survivor, combined with
archival foorage that mimors their per-
sonal history, and scripted material. A
vintage suitcase, created by artist Perry
Deglandon, conaining replicas of many
important memorabilia and antifacts from
the surviver's life, accompanies the video
and presenter. The project’s writer and pro-
ducer, Amber Howell, was on hand o see
the debut of the work that began as a work
project, but became a labor of love.

MNext came the day's keynote speaker,
D1 Leon Weissberg, professor of Holocaust
Stucies at Lynn University and Southem
Region director for the March of the Living.
In his talk, entitled, Energizing Tomorrow’s
Holecaust Educators, Weissherg stressed
how important it is o regpect survivors’
memories, even while trying to imagine
teaching the lessons of the Holocaust
without them. He shared with the group
different ways to wse other primary sources
than survivor testimony—documents like
phetography, survivor-created art and poet-
y—10 bring the history alive to students of

of *respf:ct and

. hc'mumry' She. sitfvived torure by the
Gestapo, but he was killed for his efforts

“ The g,mup scparatcd [ur What

A forom of the survivars, Barraco and
eiasbcrg closed the conference, when
participants could ask questions of all of
them and hung on every word in response.
There was a palpable spirit of respect and
understanding in the recin, as these who
teach the next generation reached our 1o
learn all they could from firsthand wit-
nesses to man's inhumanity ta man,

Ina Mirman Leiderman, conference co-
chair, says, “After working over a year and a
half in preparation, hearing the participants
declare it was one of the best conferences
they had attended was music to my ears,
Being able to provide top-nowch speakers
on bullying, which is one of the top prob-
lems in owr schools, was wonderful. And
hearing Dame Mary Barraco and our local
survivors share their stories of bravery in
the midst of horror, nspired us as educa-
tors to teach our students to be upstanders,
NOT bystanders, and to help those who
cannot help themselves.”

The educators who attended this confer-
ence will go back 1o their classrooms with
tools and ideas w make the world a bener
place for their students’ descendants. They
will teach them to actively care, and to
honor the past, so its worst events are not
repeated. As Hanns Loewenbach said at the
end of his What We Carry video, "Evil does
niot need your help; just your indifference.”




