
The Jewish Educator          Summer 2010/5770 
 
You are encouraged to share this article with colleagues.  We ask only that you let people know that this article 
originally appeared in NewCAJE’s inaugural online Jewish Educator.  Other articles on this topic may be found on the 
NewCAJE website, www.newcaje.org. 
 
MAKING JEWISH EDUCATION RELEVANT 
FOR THE 21ST CENTURY STUDENT 

 
by Scott Mandel 
 
 
The biggest problem facing Jewish education today is the issue of relevancy.  More than ever 
before, we are facing an entire generation of American Jewish students who see little relevance 
in their Jewish education.  Long past are the days where children were sent to Hebrew School 
because of grandparent pressure.  Today, more than any other time in our history, children who 
have no desire to attend supplemental school can easily convince their parents to drop the idea.  
As a result, if Jewish education is not relevant to their lives, supplemental school enrollment falls 
by the wayside. 
 
One basic answer to this problem is making a paradigm shift in our conception of Jewish school 
curricula.  Currently, the feeling, more often than not, is to cover the entire scope of Jewish 
curricula before Bar/Bat Mitzvah age, since the students are expected to drop out at that point.  
The result is a self-fulfilling prophecy.  Students find little relevancy in the curricula, and there is 
little to no motivation to continue their Jewish education past the Bar/Bat Mitzvah year — if they 
even stay enrolled until then. 
 
As radical as this may sound, I have for years promoted that we should be aligning our Jewish 
curricula to the general education curricula that students experience every day.  This will create a 
cultural awareness within our students of the Jewish presence throughout world, and American, 
history.  This type of cultural pride is found in numerous other ethnic groups as their cultural 
heritage is studied within all Social Studies/History textbooks of the past few decades.  By 
paralleling Jewish curricula to the ideas and concepts that the students experience daily in their 
general education, they can more readily see the relevance of Jewish culture in their American 
heritage.  As a result, this integration of cultural experiences can become a positive motivational 
tool in their identification as American Jews. 
 
However, a basic mindset needs to be overcome in order for this change to occur — the concept 
that “there is specific curricular information that must be covered within the supplementary school 
curricula before the Bar/Bat Mitzvah year, since the students will be gone after that time.”  This 
proposed shift in focus does not include eliminating the Hebrew and tefillah study that is 
necessary for a successful Bar/Bat Mitzvah experience.  Rather, I’m talking about a 
transformation in what I refer to as the “Jewish Social Studies ”— the non-religious or language 
— elements of the Jewish curricula.   
 
CURRICULAR ALIGNMENT  
Here is a very rough example of this proposed new curricular alignment (please note that this 
information is very basic, and there is some topic deviation from state to state that needs to be 
taken into account): 
 
3RD GRADE GENERAL EDUCATION TOPICS: The local city — its history and institutions. 
3RD GRADE JEWISH EDUCATION TOPICS: Jerusalem and other Israeli cities.  The history and 
institutions of the local city including community role models. 
 
4TH GRADE GENERAL EDUCATION TOPICS: State history. 
4TH GRADE JEWISH EDUCATION TOPICS: History of the modern State of Israel. The history 
and institutions of the students’ state, including Jewish role models throughout its history. 
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5TH GRADE GENERAL EDUCATION TOPICS: Early American history from colonization through 
the Civil War. 
5TH GRADE JEWISH EDUCATION TOPICS: American Jewish history paralleling the same 
period, including important Jewish personalities throughout history. 
 
6TH GRADE GENERAL EDUCATION TOPICS: Ancient civilizations from the beginning of time 
through the Roman Empire. 
6TH GRADE JEWISH EDUCATION TOPICS: Biblical history paralleling the same periods. 
 
7TH GRADE GENERAL EDUCATION TOPICS: Medieval history from the fall of the Roman 
Empire through early modern times (17th century). 
7TH GRADE JEWISH EDUCATION TOPICS: Medieval Jewish history paralleling the same period, 
including major Jewish philosophers. 
 
Although this is obviously a very sketchy summation, you can readily see the core concept.  
Every Jewish curricular supervisor should have copies of the general education social studies 
texts used by the students and establish regular contact with the basic pacing plan of the 
material.  When 5th grade students learn about George Washington in their general studies, they 
should be learning about Haym Solomon in their supplementary school Jewish studies.  When 6th 
grade students study the city-state of Ur in their unit on Mesopotamia, they should be also 
learning about Abraham and his abandonment of this elaborate culture in Lech Lecha.  When 12th 
century history is being taught to the 7th grade student, Maimonides should be taught at the same 
time by the Hebrew School teacher.   
 
REALIZING THE RELEVANCE OF OUR HERITAGE 
Only by aligning the two curricula — secular and Jewish — will our current generation of students 
begin to comprehend and internalize the importance of the Jewish cultural experience throughout 
history.  By integrating their educational experiences, they will begin to realize the relevance of 
our heritage in both their education and future lives in America.  Ultimately, by discovering this 
relevance of Jewish education in their lives, by not being disillusioned by their Jewish 
supplementary school curricula, there is a highly increased chance that they would continue their 
studies beyond Bar/Bat Mitzvah into both a community high school/confirmation program, and 
possibly into Jewish Studies courses at the university level.   
 
Throughout our history, Jewish teachers have changed and adapted Jewish education to make it 
relevant for the students of that time.  It’s imperative that we continue that tradition in making 
Jewish education relevant for American Jewish students in the most secular period of our history 
to date. 
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