The Compassionate Clown Alley . . . Lev Leytzan
Lev Leytzan . . .Hebrew for the “Heart of a Clown” This
Long Island, New York teen group takes their message to
hospitals, nursing homes, Fire Safety Programs and to
Israel.
The Compassionate Clown Alley’s Clowns for Safety
Squad: Michal Schulman, Mottie Widroff, Zachary Adler,
Betzalel Cohen, Meir Dovid Weinberg, Aron Martin,

Shlomo Dov Kopelowitz, Aron Tovia Weinberg,
Tziona Schmell, Firefighter/EMT-CC Susan
Higgins, Rivka Naftalowitz, Racheli Schmell,
Jordana Lovett, Etai Stern, Dr. Neal C. Goldberg,
Lieutenant Gabriel Boxer, Robyn Steinerman . . . .
.Crew not in photo: Chief of Department David
DeSetta, Captain Avery Eden (ret.),

Inspiring Youth to Compassion
By Neal C. Goldberg, PhD, a.k.a. "Schnookums"
Dr. Neal C. Goldberg lives in W oodmere, New York and is a
psychologist who runs his own child, adolescent and adult
psychology practice. Neal holds a doctorate in psychology from
Fordham University and two post doctorates from the Advanced
Institute of Analytic Psychotherapy. He is the founder and Executive
Director of The Compassionate Clown Alley, a youth circus and
hospital clown training program.
Below is the other side of Dr. Goldberg - Neal at Clown Camp ‘05
with M ichael Getlan (Neal’s friend and mine, and a friend of The
Compassionate Clown Alley, Lev Leytzan.

Learning was hard, but truly exhilarating. I view this type
of clowning as the flip side of what I do every
day-reintroducing joy and security into the lives of teens
coping with death. Clowning put me on the other side of the
equation. I found a new way of connecting to people who
are sick, lonely or even may die; it was an extension of
psychology with a different modality.

Michael Getlan, Shobi and Neal Gold berg aka Schnookums
The photos of the teens on the pages of this article were taken on a
December 2005 caring clown trip to Israel.
As a clinical psychologist who specializes in helping children and young
adults cope with death and trauma, my job is not very funny. That's why
my hobby and passion always throws people for a loop. On paper, I'm the
least likely person anyone would expect to be a clown. But am I really?
It was writing a book about death that led me to clowning in the first place.
Through my private practice, I counsel children and teens suffering the
pain and disorientation that comes with losing a parent, sibling, or friend.
These experiences led to "Saying Goodbye," 1 a handbook for Jewish teens
faced with loss.
W hen I was really getting involved with the book, I began to reflect on
other ways of reaching people - a way that would bring joy and humor into
our lives. During my search I remembered how when I was younger
studying both medicine and psychology and musical-theater, I wanted to
be a clown. It struck me one day and I thought, "It's time to give it a shot."
The Flip Side of What I Do Every Day

As I was evolving into my alter ego, Schnookums the
Clown, I expected to be able to remain completely
incognito. Behind the makeup and costume, I figured I'd
have no problem keeping my clowning discrete, which is
fine because I hate drawing attention to myself. An old
friend blew my cover while I was performing at a camp for
kids with cancer. I saw one of the counselors, whom I knew
for years, and just avoided eye contact the whole afternoon
but then he walks right up to me and says, "Neal? I thought
you were a psychologist. W hen did you become a clown?"
Putting Things Together
W ith my secret out, I began reaching out to people in a
different way. W ith a clown's heart and a clown's costume,
I began reaching people outside of the walls of my practice.
I saw that these skills made such a difference in my life that
I realized there was a real connection between my work
with teens and clowning. Foremost, I believed that teens, by
learning clowning skills and helping people, could gain a
huge boost in confidence.
W ith a home equity loan, a spark, and a vision that just
wouldn't quit, I started The Compassionate Clown Alley
(TCCA). M y dream was to teach clowning and then meld
it into social action. W e also go under another name, Lev
Leytzan, which is a Hebrew expression that translates to
"Heart of a Clown." I chose this name because it truly
defined the essence of being a clown-to use our hearts to
brighten the lives of our audience.

I enrolled in training programs such as New York Goofs, Mooseburger
Camp, and Richard Snowberg's caring clown training programs over a
period of a couple of years. I'd practice in medical facilities whenever
there was an opportunity. Soon I began my journey of becoming a clown
and applying it to working in hospitals and clowning for sick children.

Today, TCCA is organized and managed by myself and
staffed by several professional caring clowns. W e also
work with a small team of psychologists and physicians
who share with our students their extensive background in
medical conditions, the psychology of humor and illness, as
well as classes on medical hygiene.
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confidence. Others are sent as a constructive alternative to getting
in trouble. In every case, the students who join receive something
far greater than they expect.
The diversity of our students has its challenges. I'm constantly
amazed at how many school and social commitments our students
have in a single day.
Students also come with different priorities, which must be
accommodated. For instance, some of our students are very
motivated, over-achieving types who chomp at the bit to learn new
skills and get out into the field. To those guys or gals, we need to
keep them in check, tell them to take it easy and slow down a bit.
Others in the program are dealing with their own personal issues.
They thrive in the social environment and crave recognition and
appreciation. Such personalities can often be challenging as we
have to find a balance between addressing their emotional needs
while preparing them to be available to those they are visiting rarely does this cause a tangle with the students who are less
emotionally needy.
The rate of success we have comes from demonstrating to both
student types how to coexist and work together as a cohesive team.
I'm proud to say that we achieve this almost every time.
There are other concerns that we need to navigate once we're out
in the field. T eenagers tend to view the world from one
perspective: themselves. I'm not saying this as a criticism. It's part
of the growing process to emerge from their teenage egocentric
viewpoint of the universe and recognize that things are not always
about “you,” the individual.
Ben Trachtenberg wheels happy patient with Dovy Lebowitz in
background at Alyn Children and Adolescent Hospital
The faculty and physians also serve to help conduct student
debriefing sessions after rounds to help our young clowns process
events that occurred during the visit, to discern what worked
during their clowning session, and particularly to address the
psychological impact of the visits themselves.

W e often have to remind the clowns that when they're with sick
folks, they need to slow things down. They need to attune themselves to the pace of their audience, not how fast they want to
move through material or show off their new skills. They are so
eager to be out that sometimes they forget to take the time to
connect with the people. W ith time, practice, and experience, their
timing does improve and the clowns become more intuitive.

Our six-month clowning program for teens currently has 41
students and already two graduating class of forty-four. Teens are
recruited through school principals and guidance counselors. They
are eager to recruit from among the talented and energetic as well
as from the schools' infamous class clowns. In addition, because
being a clown is contagious, word-of-mouth from students in the
program has brought a number of recruits our way.
The clown school serves boys and girls, though classes are
separate-one program for girls, one program for boys. I made this
decision because as a psychologist, I believe the kids have an
easier time taking risks when learning difficult new skills and
moving beyond their personal inhibition if they are less concerned
about their bodies, appearances, or the need to show off among
opposite sex classmates. The separate classes provide girls and
boys a most opportune and supportive environment for personal
development, to reduce self-consciousness, and avoiding complicated relationships that divert students' attention from the goals of
the school.
Our clowns are wonderful-enthusiastic, entertaining and compassionate. Students join for a variety of reasons, ranging from an
interest in bolstering a college application to being handpicked by
a teacher or principal in order to gain a boost in self-esteem and
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Adam explained. "I'm some anonymous teenager wearing a red
nose and hat and talking to a grown man who is days from dying
and desperately wants a friend." He said they talked about fond
memories and the power of humor. Adam has often mentioned that
people he visits talk about the importance of putting family and
friendship above all. Not many teens have the chance to learn
about life in such a classroom.
Even so, it took Adam more than a few hospital visits to understand that clowning is not just about juggling, or improvising
comic routines on a moment’s notice. He's told me "You learn it's
not about you. It's about the smile of a man who hasn't smiled in
two years, or a girl's laughter when you know she just spent the last
week crying. It's about reintroducing cheerfulness and hope to
patients who believed none was left."
Clowning Opened M y Eyes

Betzalal “Brucee” Cohen telling a kazoo story
at the Hadassah Medical Center
I frequently have to remind the clowns that this type of clowning
is not about the performance. If I have a kid in tears because he or
she didn't feel appreciated, or believes their performance didn't go
well, I remind them of what effect their performance had on the
patient. W hen I ask 'But did you cheer the patient up?' and if they
can honestly answer in the affirmative, then I have helped them
realize why they were there to begin with. I also have to remind
them that a patient will not stand up, applaud and throw roses as
they exit the room. It's not typical that they will get immediate
feedback-even if they want it.
I'm always touched the moment a student internalizes this lesson
and really transcends their own personal needs, to the needs of
patients. I can see the kids grow before my eyes.
Additional challenges are fairly typical, but important nonetheless.
The kids need to learn, though they quickly do, that there's no such
thing as prepackaging routines -- they see how it's going to be
individualized for each person, regardless of how many people we
see and how many facilities we visit. And of course, they need to
learn about holding firm to hygiene precautions, and keeping their
language appropriate. But they learn. They're just great kids.

Dassy Neuman, Dizzy Dassy, a graduate of our first girls' class
remembers feeling ambivalent about joining the program at first.
"I was in class one afternoon when I was paged to the office,"
Dassy recalls. "A few other girls were there and a teacher told us
about the program and thought I would be a great candidate. To be
honest, I wasn't into the idea at first; I couldn't see how a clown
would fit into a serious situation, no less a hospital or nursing
home. Intrigued and honored to be selected, I thought about it and
decided to join."
Dassy says her mother encouraged her, though her friends thought
it a bit odd. "M ost people were confused about the whole learning
to be a clown idea." Dassy began training expecting it to be mostly
fun, but partly a bore. She was surprised how intense the experience became. "Training, for the most part was a lot of fun. The
program was interesting and hard and some parts were pretty
heavy, like when cancer survivors came to speak to us."
Being a clown provided a valuable perspective D assy says she's
thankful to have gained. "M ost girls my age get down on things
that bother me a lot less now. Now, if I'm feeling upset, I quickly
focus on how lucky I am to have good health and a whole life
ahead of me. I remember that it's a privilege to be the one doing the
cheering and not the other way around. There's just a lot to be
thankful for and clowning opened my eyes to it."

Let me introduce you to a few by sharing some thoughts from a
few personal statements my students shared with me.
It's Not About You
Ivy league bound Adam Gindea, Flower Top, the Clown, and a
member of our first graduating class, talks about being a clown in
terms his friends have a hard time understanding. "People think
clown, they think funny, silly, and big red noses," Adam says.
"Clowns are so much more than this - they heal!" To Adam, the
essence of what he's doing is "helping children with illnesses or life
threatening diseases use their imaginations and have fun distractions from their treatments or pain."
He once described talking to a man coming to terms with the
reality of impending death. "Think about the circumstances,"
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The Compassionate Clown Alley “TCCA” in Israel
At the Chaim Sheba Medical Center at Tel Hahomer, Israel from the left: Neal C. Goldberg, Temima Horowitz, Goldie Dicker, Dovy
Lebowitz, Ruchama Chill, Asher Mechanic, Nechama Sakowitz, Ahuva Samet, Dassy N euman, Ben Trachtenberg, Chaim Noilander,
Betzalel Cohen, and Robbie Schonfeld

Clowns on a Mission
This past December sixteen TCCA graduates joined me on a
clowning mission in Israel. The purpose of the mission was to be
ambassador clowns, as well as to deliver toys to cancer patients,
orphans, and recovering terror victims. The troupe was invited by
Robbie Schonfeld who organizes the Ossie Schonfeld Toy Drive
for Chayinu in memory of his father.
Our itinerary was packed from early morning until late into the
evening. W e visited hospitals - among them, Tel HaShomer,
Hadassah Medical Center, Beer Sheva University Hospital and
Ichilov Hospital. W e visited numerous nursing homes and
orphanages, as well as dozens of homebound children and elderly
people. Our trip also included numerous visits to Ashklelon where
refugees of the Gaza withdrawal are still waiting for permanent
housing. W e spent a couple of days at hospitals that specialized in
treating victims of terrorist bombings. These visits were the most
challenging for all of us as a result of the devastating bodily
damage that young children endured.
During the mission, Ahuva, one of our teen clowns, first realized
her least favorite part of clowning in medical facilities-that while
she may be having fun, there wouldn't be a need for her hospital
clowning if there weren't any sick kids. She said, "W e went all over
the country visiting kids with all types of trouble-kids that were
orphaned, kids that lost their homes, parents, limbs, kids that were
challenged by cancer; so many types of kids (and grown-ups too!).
Although it was an experience I'll never forget, it forced me to
really consider that I'm only a clown because the person in the bed
is a patient."
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Asked if the difference in language was a barrier, one of the clowns
answered, "Not at all. The language barrier was difficult at times,
but it made everything funnier." I have to agree. Aside from there
being plenty of English words the Israeli children knew and vice
versa-all of us, the clowns and I are fluent in gibberish.
Nothing Is a Lot of Something
Betzalel Cohen, Brucee the Clown, graduated TCCA in Spring
2005. "I found the training to be very therapeutic," he remembers.
"I was in school all day. I started to really look forward to M onday
nights when we would train and the other night during the week
when we would go to the hospital or one of the nursing homes. I
would show up and there would be a few dozen guys going through
what I was going through, there would be other clowns and we
would just let loose. There was a lot of laughing, a lot of good
times and a lot of soul searching."
Brucee particularly understands what we are doing for teens.
"There are plenty of kids who messed around in school; a lot of the
kids in this program may have been the class clown and were told
their whole lives to get serious and cut it out. After a while that
negative feedback starts messing up their lives. I love that TCCA
has taken those class clowns and channeled their energy and ability
into helping people. Neal makes being a class clown a noble
cause."
I really appreciated how Brucee so clearly gets it. He said "I have
a gift; all of us clowns have a gift, which is the ability to relate to
people and be funny for them." But then he takes it one step
further. He describes how clowning has penetrated his life and
made him a different… better person. "It just made me more aware,
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more connected to my own feelings," he said. "It's like things just penetrate
much deeper than before." He says that he can't just watch movies or TV where
people get hurt or die as entertainment. "These are very real to me, which is
probably an unusual awareness among most young people. But I can't just
shrug it off."
Brucee describes how the increased sensitivity helps them know what to do
when they perform, and more important, when to do nothing at all. "At the
children's cancer hospital in Israel, I was joking around with some patients
when a woman nearby started crying. At first I'm trying to distract her, but she
motioned me to follow her. She takes me to a crib holding an infant hooked up
to tubes and machines." Brucee said that through a series of gestures and
exchanges in broken Hebrew, she explained that her child had less than a week
to live. "This exceeded funny -- it was a reality check," Brucee told me. "There
was nothing to do but be another human being willing to share her grief. W e
just stood together for a few minutes looking at the child."
The Compassionate Clown Alley continues to train students in the art of
clowning in medical facilities. Our mission is to provide students with the heart
of a clown so they too can share the privilege of meeting others, whatever their
circumstances, and deliver doses of humor and laughter. Our clowns are
continually in awe of the power they possess as clowns and the permission they
have to enter into people's lives - a lasting gift unlike any other!
Saying Goodbye, by Neal C. Goldberg and Miraim Liebermann. Available
from Targum Press www.targum.com/excerpts/goodbye.html / Amazon .com
From Shobi: I took this book out into my garden to read one afternoon,
intending to just scan it, but I read it from cover to cover. Although the book
is written specifically for teens of the Jewish faith, dealing with Jewish customs
and traditions around death and dying, I found it very enlightening and very
“reader friendly.. It will certainly heighten my sensitivity to patients of the
Jewish faith. I highly recommend it for any clowns who visit hospitals of multi
faith patients, teen patients and for those visiting hospice patients.

About Lev Leytzan:
The Compassionate Clown Alley
Lev Leytzan: The Compassionate Clown Alley, Inc.
is a nonprofit 501(c)3 tax-exempt organization. Our
programs include:

Clowns on Call W e train ambitious youth to
use their talent and compassion to deliver doses of
laughter and joy to the community through clowning
in medical facilities using clowning and circus arts
education. Lev Leytzan's clown doctors provide
entertainment to brighten the day of people who are
medically ill or recovering from serious illness. W e
visit hospitals, nursing homes, senior centers, camps
and those recovering at home. W e serve people of all
ages and affiliations, with sensitivity, compassion
and mounds of love using humor and circus arts to
lift their spirits along with the parents, doctors and
nurses charged with their care.

Clowns for Safety Squad ™ is a youth
troupe that creates clown and circus performances to
teach and promote safety education to preschool and
elementary school aged children. This year's theme
is "Candle with Care" promoting fire and burn
prevention and candle safety. Serious safety topics
are addressed through school and community shows
that are both humorous and entertaining while
memorable and informative.
Neal Goldberg can be reached at: ncg@drnealg.com

At the Tel Aviv M edical Center from left to right the clowns are:
Aron Martin, Betzalal Cohen and Dovy Lebowitz.
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