Rachel Kaplan and Debra Markovic
Nominees for the Mark Meltzer Award for New and Innovative Programming
 
It is my honor to nominate Rachel Kaplan and Debra Markovic for their innovative work as the BJE’s Concierges for Jewish Education.  Debra and Rachel are the LA Jewish community’s outside “salesforce” – engaging parents, making them aware of the myriad of formal and informal Jewish educational opportunities available in LA, helping them navigate our complex community and ultimately enabling them to find the “right match” for each child and family.  They are our community’s PR engine and Jewish communal matchmaker -moving families with minimal Jewish affiliation into deeper and more meaningful Jewish experiences and community.
 
Rachel and Debra constantly scour parenting websites and listserves for potential Jewish families.  They offer their services and make families aware of Jewish educational options, even when Jewish options were not initially being considered.  Whether families are looking for a parent and me group or pre-school on Peachhead, Jen’s list or City Mommy (to name just a few parenting websites and listserves,) Debra and Rachel reach out to the parent and suggest Jewish programming options.  Their knowledge and help has become so valued that other parents on those sites now give them a “shout-out,” suggesting that people who post, contact the BJE Concierge for the best information.  While over 40% of the families they serve are helped to find Parent and Me or Preschool programs, they also assist families with camps, religious schools, day schools, special needs programs, Israel programs, financial aid, or moves to Los Angeles from other communities or countries.  Many families have contacted the Concierges multiple times for additional assistance as they seek new and deeper avenues for involvement in the Jewish community.  An initial request for an e-blast calendar of events, then becomes a request for a parent and me program then preschool and a year later camp, or perhaps for an Israel program for an older child.   
 
Schools and programs also seek out the Concierges for posting of their programs on the Jkid website, the bi-monthly e-blasts they send out full of targeted programs for families, teens, special needs children and parent, or to get their advice on the pulse of Jewish families.  The Jkid website and e-blasts help families plan their weekly activities.  While our communal institutions look to them for identifying family needs, to expand their programming.  One such result was the expansion of free family Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur services targeting young children this past Fall.
 
In the past year, the Concierge program has also become a significant force on Twitter.  Over 1,300 followers look for their multiple Tweets each day to find activities in LA and Jewish educational tips.  For example if a tweet is about a tot Shabbat program, a second tweet will provide recipes for challah or a Shabbat meal that can be cooked with children.  If the tweet is about a camp open house, a companion tweet will be an article about the value of Jewish camping.  Rachel and Debra are Jewish communal workers “par excellance” always guiding families into deeper and more meaningful Jewish experiences.  Recently they have also opened a fan page on Facebook which is growing daily.
 
Thanks to Rachel and Debra’s creativity, the program currently has over 1500 clients and the Jkid website receives over 2500 unique visitors each month.  The Concierge Program was just named by JESNA as one of the top ten most innovative Jewish educational programs of the past decade.  Weekly, communities around the country contact BJE to learn more about the Concierge program and three communities are in current discussion with BJE to purchase the turn-key operation so that they can begin their own Concierge/Jkid program.     
 
Rachel and Debra and the Concierge program embody every aspect of the Brit HaMiktzoah.  The very essence of the Concierge program is based on Respect for the Individual and the desire to meet each person’s unique needs in order to connect the family to the larger Jewish Community and to the Jewish People.  It is for exactly these reasons that JESNA gave it one of its coveted top ten programs of the decade.  The program also relies on recognizing and PRing the excellent work of our colleagues and communal institutions as they are the basis of the Concierge referrals, the postings on JkidLA and calendar listing on the e-blasts.  Furthermore the tweets are relevant because they are based on constant Limmud – as the Concierges seek to bring to families the most current and relevant programs, articles and ideas that will help them and their children grow in their Jewish journey.
 
 Nominated by Miriam Prum Hess,  Director, BJE Center for Day School Education
