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21ST CENTURY JEWISH EDUCATION:  
BUILDING A DREAM OUT OF EMPOWERING REALITY 
 
By Yechiel Hoffman 
 
 
 
Building Bridges 
My Jewish and personal journey passes across bridges linking the various worlds I have 
belonged to personally, spiritually, professionally, and educationally.  I journeyed from a Chabad 
Yeshiva upbringing to become a modern orthodox activist. I migrated from film school to orthodox 
smicha (Rabbinic ordination). I passed through an education fellowship at a Reform college to a 
doctorate program in Jewish Educational Leadership at a joint program at a pluralistic Jewish 
college and a secular university. Each of these bridges enhances my pluralistic approach to 
Jewish learning and living, as well as my embrace of media and technology as tools to encounter 
life and social relationships and as a means to challenge and accept my traditional observance.  
Through my journeys of reflection, I discovered that the engine that drives me down the windy 
road is my will and desire to empower myself to empower others, whether it be young filmmakers, 
Jewish teens, or disenfranchised Jews. As an educator, I seek ways to empower not only my 
students directly, but also their families and communities. 
 
The State of Jewish Education 
Jewish education must grapple with the vast differences between 20th Century and 21st Century 
models of education (see links to video1 and chart).2 Modern Jewish education adopted the 
industrial factory model of education, developed for the market-driven needs of employers in the 
industrial age. From this framework, Jewish education built its goals, organizational structures, 
and pedagogy. This model emphasizes product over process, a teacher-centered approach to 
learning, and a focus on accumulating and memorizing knowledge – all of which lead to a passive 
learning experience.  For schools following this model, the curriculum and learning render the 
educational experience meaningless for students. 
 
In utilizing an industrial model of education, Jewish education borrowed two underlying goals of 
school: transmitting knowledge (cultural, religious, spiritual, and historical) and socializing 
students to a specific way of behaving within a society or community.  Because of great threats to 
Jewish survival, both existential and real, Jewish education focused on socialization as a means 
of continuing the culture, religion, and even the population itself. With an emphasis on education 
for acculturation, Jewish education initiated both young and adult Jews into the texts, traditions, 
and lifecycles of Rabbinic Judaism, emphasizing religious life over a cultural model. Dr. Marc 
Silverman outlines in his article, “The End of Jewish Education,” that Jews of the 21st Century 
“want the world” and seek out a Jewish life that goes beyond compartmentalization.3 In 
emphasizing a text-centered learning experience, students with less literacy skills or interest 
become alienated from Jewish learning and Judaism. 
 
Jewish education organizes itself upon hierarchal structures, which legitimize power and control 
over shared learning experiences. This leads to a socialization of students whose participation in 
Judaism orients around a membership model, under someone else’s authority, rather than an 
authorship model, where each individual has ownership over his or her experiences and output. 
As Jewish education fights assimilation, it loses the battle to each individual’s pursuit of a 
“sovereign self,” one unwilling to bend to his/her desires and interests. Without cultivating a 
learning experience that presents real life relevance for Judaism, students will opt out of Jewish 
learning and living. 
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A Plan of Action 
To truly reinvigorate and innovate Jewish education, we must depart from socialization and 
knowledge-acquisition as primary goals and refocus our energies on empowering Jews with the 
tools and skills to become active agents in their own Jewish learning and living. We need to 
cultivate a Jewish Sovereign Self who operates as a self-determining individual, and who opts 
into Jewish tribal groups based on interests.  When creating schools, learning experience and 
curriculum, we must address each student's needs and interests, by inviting the student into the 
conversation through the process of creation.  We must provide a sense of worth as a Jew within 
an attractive liberal society, as it relates to religious, cultural, and national identities. We must be 
open to secular models to embrace and support those who do not believe or wish to engage in 
Judaism as a religion.  We still must frame Jewish learning and texts as primary sources, but use 
them as a means for action and inspiration. 
 
To center the learning on the student, we must generate life-centered learning, where all learning 
integrates with the student’s personal experiences and interests.  We must orient our learning on 
the process of discovery and inquiry, and not on culmination and completion and the awarding of 
a certificate or diploma. To do so will require a relinquishing of control, as Jewish education must 
trust the learner to make mistakes and find his or her own path, serving only as a facilitator and 
guide for the student’s learning. 
 
Creating this model requires what Dr. Jack Wertheimer calls “linking the silos.”4 Beyond seeing to 
it that Jewish youth engage in multiple positive learning experiences, in a variety of settings, we 
also must ensure that each setting has the support, resources, and will to learn from each other.  
While camps, complementary schools, and day schools may serve different populations and 
objectives, their goals should be the same.  We need a blending of the formal and non-formal 
experiences in order to actualize empowered youth. In the face of a shrinking Jewish population 
and in order to ensure Jewish youth opt into Jewish education, we must grow niche schooling to 
meet the needs and interests of students. We need to consider Jewish arts and technology high 
schools. We must investigate further the impact of Hebrew language charters schools. With a 
tuition crisis that will not be resolved easily, we must develop orthodox complementary schools. 
 
A great change is coming. As we bridge the gap between secular and religious, formal and non-
formal, socialization and empowerment, we must remember that change happens over time and 
only with the right support. We must identity and connect people who want to make changes. We 
must provide these change agents with the theoretical frameworks and practical skills to generate 
change. By providing philanthropic and institutional support to change agents, we empower the 
leaders in Jewish education to build a Jewish education for the 21st Century that will empower 
others to make change for themselves. 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Video link: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HiD1UqLPrOg  
2. Chart link: http://www.21stcenturyschools.com/20th_vs_21st_Century_Classroom.htm  
3. Silverman, Marc.  “The End of Jewish Education.”  Copyright JDC Europe.  Found online at 

http://www.morim.org/contents.aspx?id=2566  
4. Wertheimer, Jack.  Linking the Silos: How to Accelerate the Momentum in Jewish Education Today.  New York: 

Avi-Chai Foundation, 2005.  Found online at http://www.avi-
chai.org/Static/Binaries/Publications/Linking%20The%20Silos_0.pdf.  See also JESNA’s Lippman Kanfer Institute 
report, “Linking the Silos: Reports from the Field – How Central Agencies Are Building Connections and Engaging 
Consumers.”  March 2008.  Found online at http://www.avi-
chai.org/Static/Binaries/Publications/Linking%20The%20Silos_0.pdf.  
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