
By HAROLD STEINBLATT

Rare is the school that can suc-
cessfully attract a large
crowd of prominent politi-

cians, community leaders and their
constituents to a mid-week morning
meet-and-eat and awards ceremony
in Brooklyn. But that is exactly what
occurred on Wednesday, July 14,
when hundreds crowded Boro
Park’s Renaissance Ballroom for the
Eighth Annual Legislative Breakfast
of Shema Kolainu (Hear Our
Voices), a school dedicated to
improving the lives of children with
autism spectrum disorders.

A festive air pervaded the gather-
ing, which was organized by the
Friedlander Group, as Shema
Kolainu activists and local elected
officials were recognized for their
diligent efforts on behalf of the
school. But the atmosphere was par-
ticularly charged by recent political
triumphs that will directly impact the
school’s ability to serve its special
community. 

On June 21, the New York State
Assembly expressed its unanimous
support for landmark legislation that
will require state-based insurance
companies to provide coverage for
people diagnosed with autism. The
vote came less than two weeks after
the New York State Senate, also
unanimously, voted in favor of the
bill, which now awaits the signature
of Gov. David Paterson to become
law.

Especially gratifying to all in
attendance was the June 29 decision
by the New York City Council to
restore a budget cut that would have
eliminated the $1.57 million Autism
Awareness Initiative, which helps
provide crucial services to autistic
children throughout the city. Among
those on hand at the breakfast were
Council members Mark Weprin (D-
District 24), sponsor of the initiative,
Vincent Gentile (D-43) and David
Greenfield (D-92), all of whom
fought for the restoration. “This is
the least we can do for families of
these amazing children,” remarked
Greenfield.

State Senator Kevin Parker (D-21)
injected a note of levity at the break-
fast when he explained the thinking
of those legislators who initially
were uncomfortable with the insur-
ance industry-related legislation.
“They called it ‘pork,’ ” he said.
“They don’t understand that that
kind of pork feeds the people.” Then,
perceiving the large number of
black-hatted Orthodox Jews in atten-
dance, he laughed, “Maybe some-
thing other than pork.”

Shema Kolainu was founded in
1998 by Joshua Weinstein, a

Boro Park resident with a distin-
guished career in the health field and
Jewish community service. 

“I had been thinking about autistic
children and wondered about the
quality of their educational pro-
grams. I visited schools and centers
— and that,” he concluded wryly,
“was what led to Shema Koleinu.”

Though the school’s early days
“were hard; we had only three kids,”
today Shema Kolainu, a non-profit,
non-denominational institution,
works with more than 50 children at
its headquarters (4302 New Utrecht
Avenue, Brooklyn), offering pro-
grams for pre-schoolers and school-
age children, ages 3 to 11. The pro-
grams are designed to help the chil-
dren overcome the disabilities

caused by autism by teaching them
to communicate, socialize, play, read
and write.

Shema Kolainu also provides
crucial home- and community-
based services to almost 1,000 chil-
dren throughout the city, many of
whom would otherwise have
nowhere to turn for help. These are
customized to each child’s specific
needs, and include occupational,
physical and speech therapy as well
as special education. Mindful of the
emotional toll caring for an autistic
child can exact on families, Shema
Kolainu offers — on-site and in the
field — resources, training and sup-
port services to parents and other
caretakers.

“Much has been achieved, yes,
but there’s so much more work to be
done,” says Weinstein, whose unas-
suming demeanor belies his “pas-
sion, commitment and compassion,”
as Assemblyman Dov Hikind (D-34)
described Weinstein’s work at the
breakfast. 

These days Weinstein is con-
sumed with efforts to fund Shema
Kolainu’s “Raise the Roof” pro-
gram, which would add three floors
to the center’s home. “We’ll be able
to add classrooms, evaluation rooms,
a library, a gym, an auditorium,”
says Weinstein, his mind’s eye
focused on what would be an incal-
culably valuable prize.

Shema Kolainu, which has strong
ties to internationally renowned
autism research groups and national
advocacy organizations, matters
deeply not only to Weinstein, the
community it serves and the chil-
dren who are its raison d’être, but
also to the policy makers whose
support has been so crucial to the
center’s success. Many of the speak-
ers and honorees noted that they had
friends and family members with
autistic children, and that this helped
fuel their commitment to Shema
Kolainu. 

City Councilman Brad Lander
(D-39), an avid supporter of the cen-
ter, has noted, “Everyone in New
York City knows someone touched
by autism. While these are challeng-
ing times, we cannot and will not
abandon these children and their
families.”

Steven Cohn, an attorney with
Goldberg & Cohn and a man
known widely for his staunch and
active support of a host of charita-
ble endeavors in the Jewish and
general communities, was honored
at the breakfast with a Public
Service Award. In his brief
remarks, he successfully distilled
the value of Shema Kolainu in lan-
guage well-understood by his Boro
Park audience.

“Their work is done l’Shem
Shamayim – for the sake of heaven.
What could be more significant?”

For more information about
Shema Kolainu, call 718.686.9600
or visit shemakolainu.org. 

Out & About
At Shema Kolainu’s Legislative Breakfast to benefit autistic children 

‘Everyone in New York City knows someone touched by
autism. While these are challenging times, we cannot and

will not abandon these children and their families.’

Jewish communal leaders and public
policy makers support Shema Kolainu
including (l-r): New York City 
Councilman Mark Weprin; Michael
Miller, executive vice president, JCRC;
Ari Noe, CEO, OTR Media; Councilman
David Greenfield; Peter Hatch, state 
director; William E. Rapfogel, CEO,
Metropolitan Council on Jewish 
Poverty; State Senator Kevin Parker;
Joshua Weinstein, founder and 
president, Shema Kolainu; Peter 
Rebenwurzel, vice president, Shema
Kolainu; Assemblyman Richard L.
Brodsky; Assemblyman Alec Brook-
Krasny; Menachem Lubinsky, president
and CEO, Lubicom LLC; Yerucham 
Silber, Yerucham Silber & Associates;
and Ezra Friedlander, CEO, The 
Friedlander Group.Ph
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Pictured at right are (l-r): Peter 
Rebenwurzel, vice president, Shema

Kolainu; Joshua Weinstein, founder and
president, Shema Kolainu; Charles J.

Hynes, Kings County (Brooklyn) 
district attorney; and honoree Steve

Cohn, attorney, Goldberg & Cohn,
recipient of the Public Service Award
for his dedication to Shema Kolainu.
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Below: Cohn (center) accepts his award
from from Rebenwurzel (left) and 

Weinstein.
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