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JEWISH EDUCATION SHOULD BE GOOD 
 
by Rachel Silverman 
  
 
I suppose you could say that I began my career as a Jewish educator as the smarty-pants kid in Hebrew 
school, correcting classmates’ Hebrew reading. I began my career as a good Jewish educator much later, 
in high school as a teacher’s aide; during college as a religious school teacher; and in the years since, at 
summer camps, youth groups, and Israel trips. Now with Masters in Informal Jewish Education from the 
Davidson School at JTS, a year running a small congregational Hebrew School, and a new job as the 
Associate Director of Prozdor in Newton, MA, I like to think my skills as an educator have come a long 
way.  
  
My vision for Jewish education has remained remarkably similar through this whole journey. I want it to be 
good. That’s all. It’s pretty simple. Jewish students need to have good education that leaves them wanting 
more, and that leaves them feeling connected to their Judaism in whatever way they wish to express that. 
Oh, yes, and this good education needs to be accessible to every Jewish child, regardless of background, 
economic status, or learning ability.  
  
Critics would read that last paragraph and argue for spectacular programming, high level Hebrew 
learning, community building, identity formation, and idea cultivation. They might say that Jewish 
education should be family-based, that it should be rooted in the principles of experiential education, or 
that we need more of an edge to capture the young teens. And they’re not wrong. But first, at the basic 
level, our educational offerings need to be good. We need to have a good, solid product to be selling – 
and at the moment, far too few educators have that. What we do have right now are lots of people who 
agree that while Jewish education should be good, they don’t know how to get us there.   
  
We know what works – immersive communal and experiential learning. And we know what doesn’t work – 
oppressive frontal learning. For years, we have been saying that Hebrew schools don’t work, and so 
we’ve been putting our money and energy into alternative programs and initiatives like the Teva Learning 
Center, Bible Raps, Storah Telling, and Birthright Israel. All of these are great programs that I would 
recommend whole-heartedly. But none of them replaces the traditional Hebrew school model. And 
supplementing that model with these one-off experiences does not change our schools or our educators 
in the ways that they need to be transformed.  
  
We need to value (and pay accordingly) our religious school teachers in a way that demonstrates the 
importance of their job. All too often they are the only exposure to Judaism our students have. Many of 
our teachers are students themselves, struggling to pay the bills, forced to take a low-paying job for which 
they have neither the right kind of energy nor training. Others have made teaching in religious schools 
their profession for decades, but have yet to take a professional development course.  
  
Our children deserve something better. They deserve a lifetime of Birthright Israels and Storah Tellings. 
They deserve stellar educators who are compensated for their great work. We need to provide 
professional development opportunities for everyone who works as a Jewish educator. It is our 
responsibility to provide our teachers with the skills necessary to educate all of our children, even the 
more challenging ones.  
  
I feel almost silly submitting this essay to NewCAJE. Surely there are hundreds of better, broader, more 
detailed visions being submitted. But the problem remains – there are too many programs and schools 
that are barely meeting their substandard expectations. Before we need new programs, we need to 
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devote time and energy into fixing the ones that we’ve got. The synagogue school model is not dead, but 
it is in the ICU, and it is dependent on us to nurse it back to health.  
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