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THE BEATING HEART OF JEWISH EDUCATION 
 
by Heidi Rabinowitz Estrin 
 
 
 
If you are lucky, your institution has its own library. I don’t mean a bookshelf in a corner, filled with 
random donated volumes.  I mean a full-service circulating library, staffed by a librarian who 
supports your curriculum. That is my wish for you -- that you have access to a library like the one 
I am privileged to run at Congregation B’nai Israel in Boca Raton. 
 
My journey to becoming a Jewish educator began in the public library. After graduating from the 
University of Pittsburgh with a Master’s of Library Science, I threw myself enthusiastically into the 
role of Youth Services Librarian. I worked in an enormous regional library so new that it wasn’t 
even open yet when they hired me (I helped stock the shelves) and in a tiny neighborhood library 
planning its centennial celebration (I got us an Andrew Carnegie re-enactor grant). But I found my 
real home when I became the school librarian in a Reform synagogue, serving the children of the 
preschool and supplemental religious school.  
 
I’m not a classroom teacher, but boy, do I teach. I teach letter and pattern recognition, story 
structure, and all those other pre-reading skills so important in the preschool years. I teach the 
little ones and the big ones about Jewish concepts, traditions, and holidays, at whatever level 
they can handle. I introduce stories and songs that sneak learning into children’s minds while they 
are having fun. Perhaps most importantly, I help the students enjoy their time at school, planting 
that very Jewish seed of Talmud Torah, love of learning. 
 
There is a problem in the field of Jewish education that may not be visible to you, but, to me, it’s a 
tremendous, glaring obstacle. That problem is a general lack of understanding about the 
important role that libraries, and, more importantly, librarians themselves can and should play in 
Jewish education. 
 
What can a good librarian do for your school? By offering a great mix of story times, lessons, 
books, music, videos, and even online activities, your librarian will: 
• Create excitement about learning among your students. 
• Reinforce the curriculum being taught in the classroom. 
• Go beyond the curriculum with extension activities and pleasure reading. 
 
Study after study shows that schools with well-developed library programs average higher 
reading scores among their students. Common sense tells us that children who have fun reading 
will love reading; children who love reading will love learning; and children who love learning will 
become successful, well-rounded, upstanding members of the Jewish community. 
 
My goal in Jewish education is the same as the goal of this essay: to help people remember why 
they love libraries (because after all, who doesn’t love libraries?) and to get our communities 
excited about using and supporting their own libraries. To accomplish this goal, I’ve gone beyond 
the four walls of my own library, creating a podcast (The Book of Life) about Jewish reading and 
culture, blogging with our preschoolers during computer lab time, getting involved with the 
Association of Jewish Libraries and their Sydney Taylor Book Award for Jewish children’s 
literature and also with the PJ Library program that offers free books to Jewish families.  
 
All of these projects have the same message at their heart. Read, read, mein kind. Use your 
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library. Rely on your librarian. For we are the People of the Book, and the library is the beating 
heart of our very Jewish love of learning. 
 
 
 
Heidi Rabinowitz Estrin is the Library Director and Computer Specialist at Congregation B’nai Israel of Boca Raton and 
the Vice President/President Elect of the Association of Jewish Libraries. She hosts The Book of Life podcast at 
www.bookoflifepodcast.com. 
heidi@cbiboca.org 
 
 


