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A MODEL FOR USING DIVERSITY TO BRIDGE CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

by Hana Bor 

 
“Die!” That’s what it sounded like I shouted to my English-speaking students when they 
overwhelmed me one day with questions in our American Jewish classroom. 
 
! יד  (Dai) is what I knew I was saying. It means “Enough! in Hebrew, the language I grew up 
speaking as an Israeli. 
 
My students were shocked. I was confused by their reaction. 
 
I asked why they look insulted. Then I explained what I meant and they took turns asking 
questions. 
 
Eventually we understood each other and worked together.  
  
That’s an example of a model we are building into our program of Master of Arts of Jewish 
Education (MA in Jewish Education) at Towson University in Maryland: recognizing diversity’s 
dangers and using diversity as a bridge rather than a barrier in education.  We are working to 
bring new teachers into Jewish education, encourage professional development for veteran 
educators, and help develop a vital environment for day school, supplementary, and informal 
Jewish education. Our students reflect their own diversity, coming from a variety of religious, 
educational and personal backgrounds. 
 
Jewish education provides an excellent platform for confronting the diversity situations that 
appear in many schools, professional or societal settings. Cultural differences can create 
barriers between people. It doesn’t matter whether the issues are language and behavior, 
religious or political beliefs, income or styles of music or clothing. It doesn’t matter whether the 
differences come from across borders or from across the street. It doesn’t matter whether the 
differences appear in face-to-face or online classes, in formal media or social networking. The 
dangers include that participants – students and teachers – project a sense of superiority, 
resent feeling treated as second class, or reject each other’s lessons or value. 
  
For example, what seems like a natural match for American Jewish school administrators – 
hiring Israelis to teach Jewish liturgy and ritual, family life, history, Israeli affairs, and Hebrew – 
can itself serve as a model of diversity’s challenges. It reveals how cultural contradictions can 
damage how teachers relate with each other, within communities, and with students and 
families. The same situation can appear in any setting when people encounter different 
educational, religious or philosophical backgrounds: even seemingly close cultural cousins can 
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express misunderstandings by setting up value judgments related to their cultures: my customs 
are “better” than yours.  
 
The MA in Jewish Education model embraces using those differences to:  

 Teach with cultural diversity in mind. 

 Help students accept and respect differences. 

 Use differences to help colleagues work together effectively. 
 
Researchers have shown that educators often manage differences, starting with a recognition 
of culture as learned characteristics.1 Cultural loyalty can result in problems, such as prejudices2 
and ethnocentrism.3  One of diversity’s challenges is recognizing how many characteristics 
people identify with. The GLOBE study of 62 societies, for example, identified nine cultural 
dimensions.4 
  
I conducted research on diversity in Baltimore, MD., Jewish day and supplementary, 
community, Reform, Conservative, and Modern Orthodox schools. I interviewed each school’s 
administrators, and individual teachers born or raised in Israel or who considered themselves 
Israeli. I studied personal upbringing, culture and training, teaching experiences, and knowledge 
of and relationships with students, school staff and community to ask:  
a. Why and how do Israelis teach in American Jewish schools? 
b. How do American Jewish school administrators relate to Israeli teachers? 
c. What tools can help these groups cooperate more effectively? 
 
My findings highlighted the value of understanding culture in building cooperation and avoiding 
misunderstanding or conflict. All persons, including educators, can work together more 
effectively if they are sensitive to diversity in terms of cultural as well as geographic 
characteristics, especially in our increasingly globalized society.  
 
I identified four areas educators can use in working together. Administrators and teachers can 
ask themselves about their own cultural habits in terms of professional discipline, language, 
identity, and social graces. They can address each area by listing how they express themselves, 
interact with students, colleagues or administrators, and work with others. Those personal 
explorations can provide the basis for professional enrichment. 
 
Administrators can set up events for the constituencies to meet, with an attitude of 
emphasizing learning and of applying a common language of professionalism, not of 
“converting” colleagues into one way of thinking. Administrators and faculty can collaborate as 
mentors and mentees; interact during faculty meetings, community events, and informal 
settings; learn local school culture, including language, policies, procedures and hierarchy; work 
within teams; and engage other constituencies in classrooms and extracurricular activities to 
discuss cultural attitudes. The model calls for cultural exploration at every stage of education, in 
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self-understanding and in hiring as well as in the classroom. 
 
We can build our diversity bridge by going beyond asking “What do we have to teach each 
other?” To maximize effectiveness, we can also ask “What do we need to learn about each 
other?” 
  
Teachers face hard work in this model. They must identify their own and other’s cultures. They 
must work simultaneously with the differences among colleagues, administrators, students, 
families and community. Their rewards are that as they identify and understand each other, 
they become more accomplished at teaching and learning together. They develop an ability to 
respect each other’s skills and knowledge as they recognize each other’s perspectives. They 
also provide a model for cooperation for their students and to society as a whole: 

 Learning does not mean adopting or converting  

 Different does not mean better or worse. 
 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Gudykunst, W. B., & Ting-Toomy, S.  Culture and Interpersonal Communication. Newbury 

Park, CA: Sage, 1988.  
2. Ponterotto, J. G., & Pedersen, P. B.  Preventing Prejudice: A Guide for Counselors and 

Educators. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1993. 
3. Porter, R.E., & Samovar, L.A. “An introduction to intercultural communication.” In L. A. 

Samovar & R. E. Porter (Eds.), Intercultural Communication: A reader (8th ed.). Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth. 1997. 

4. House, R. J., & Javidan, M.  “Overview of GLOBE.”  In R. J. House, P.J. Hanges, M. Javidan, 
P.W. Dorfman, V. Gupta, & Associates (Eds.), Culture, leadership, and organizations: The 
GLOBE study of 62 societies. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2004. 

 
 
Dr. Hana Bor is a Towson University (Baltimore, MD) associate professor of Jewish Education 
and Director of the Masters of Arts and certificate programs in Jewish Education and Jewish 
Communal Services. Dr. Bor teaches leadership, administration, and teaching methods to 
entering and veteran educators, including courses on culture, and how to teach diversity, Israel 
and the Holocaust. 
HBor@towson.edu 
 
 

mailto:HBor@towson.edu


The Jewish Educator        Fall 2011/5772 
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 online journal, The Jewish Educator.  Other articles on this topic may be found on the NewCAJE 
website, www.newcaje.org. 
 
 
A CHANGING VISION LEADS TO BRIGHTER FUTURE 

 
by Eyal Bor and Jill Eisen 
 
 
The role of being an educator has changed.  No longer is it just about writing the finest 
curriculum, offering engaging lesson plans, and providing inspiring teacher development.  Our 
focus is now diverted to reaching out to unaffiliated families and fundraising. 
 
Throughout the country, we have seen a trend where families lost the need, desire or ability to 
be a part of mainstream Judaism and have chosen not to affiliate with synagogues or religious 
schools.1  As a result, the future of our Hebrew schools is in peril.  Funding for Jewish education 
is scarce, causing those in the profession to lose their jobs or reevaluate careers where they do 
not see a future.  Registration plummets after Bar/Bat Mitzvah as the desire to continue in 
Jewish education is no longer a priority.2  Something must be done to reverse this disturbing 
trend and regain interest in Jewish education.  The structure of religious school must become 
flexible and convenient for families.  The content must be tailored to meet the personal needs 
of the students, whether the child is from an interfaith family, has learning challenges or is 
advanced in Hebrew communication.  We have made it our mission to make our religious 
school Baltimore, MD strong, interactive, and prosperous. 
 
Being Jewish is not something that you can buy in a store. There are no waiting lists to become 
Jewish; rather it is a heritage; a religion; a way of living your life filled with pride, honor and 
values.  At Beth El Congregation, faculty, school committee members, lay leaders, parents, and 
students put our heads together with to figure out how to make Jewish education relevant in 
this complicated and fast paced society. 
 
We started with the hypothesis that if families have positive experiences in their Judaism in and 
out of the synagogue or classroom, they will strengthen and enjoy their Jewish identity and 
their ties to the congregation.  We took Jewish education beyond the Hebrew school and put it 
back in the family home and the neighborhood.   
 
Over five years, our religious school has evolved to be flexible, convenient, and personal to 
meet the needs of our families.  We worked with the Jemicy School in Baltimire to learn how to 
educate students with dyslexia and related language-based learning differences.  The director 
of the Jemicy School led professional workshops to train our faculty and provide them with 
tools that enable them to teach these students without frustration or obstruction due to their 
learning challenges.  As a bonus, all of our students benefited from this training in multi-sensory 
and hands-on methods. 
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Next, we took an ancient concept and gave it a new twist. The program called Chavurah 
Chadasha (pioneers in group learning) deepens the family understanding and appreciation of 
Judaism through intimate, intense, interactive learning.  Families formed a traditional chavurah, 
but used an innovative format that led to full participation in learning how to lead a Jewish life.  
The goal of was to eliminate the boredom of repetition and recitation that often occurs in the 
classroom and to make the components of Judaism (Hebrew reading, praying, Holidays, 
mitzvot, etc.) exciting, refreshing, and relevant.  Families took a journey that deepened their 
understanding and appreciation of Judaism and gave them Jewish learning and experiences on 
a personal level and not just on a school level.  Parents took an active role in their own religious 
growth and a participatory role in their children’s Jewish education.  Families participated in 
monthly Shabbat dinners, Shabbat services, and Tikkun Olam projects. Chavurah Chadasha 
made our large institution intimate and easily manageable.  It showed that Beth El, no matter 
how large (1750 families), has room for smaller groups, while, at the same time, offering 
members the big programs they enjoy. 
 
The Chavurah Chadasha program, now in its fifth year, has three different groups, including the 
original families, and has laid the ground work for additional programs. Families in 
neighborhoods nearly 30 miles from our synagogue asked for an easier way to obtain a Jewish 
education for their children that did not involve a forty-five minutes commute in stand-still 
traffic.  This led to the Hebrew School in Your Neighborhood program.  In Howard County, we 
combined Chavurah Chadasha with a satellite school.  Students, ages 5 – 13, meet in a home on 
Thursday afternoons and come to the congregation on Sunday mornings to join the other 
Chavurah students.  These families have younger children, so their needs are slightly different 
than families in the other chavurot.  They enjoy book clubs, play dates, Shabbat dinners, and 
holiday celebrations together.  Downtown Baltimore families, the majority of whom are 
interfaith, requested a weekday-only Hebrew school.  They meet in a museum, also on 
Thursday afternoons.  Students walk to the site.   They appreciate the creative, interactive, 
hands-on, and personalized attention the students receive in class.  In two years, the downtown 
satellite location has doubled in size.  We plan to open a second location, as well as a three- and 
four-year-old class this Fall. 
 
There are not enough families 30 miles north of our congregation to open a satellite school or 
start a chavurah, so we created a unique program to fit their needs.  These students attend 
religious school only on Sunday mornings.  They have had no prior Jewish education and do not 
have Jewish friends.  The first important element was to introduce them to a community of 
peers.  The next step was to help them catch up to their classmates so they did not feel behind 
or out of place.  Following the regular class on Sunday, these students stayed 45 minutes longer 
to be tutored in Hebrew reading and Judaics.  We are glad to report these students flourished 
in their end of year program and were looking forward to attending next year. 
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The lessons we learned from our various education models is that we must think out of the box, 
listen carefully to the needs of the families, and not be afraid to do the unexpected.  By 
developing these smaller Jewish communities, we are helping families maintain their Jewish 
identities and are empowering them to practice Judaism. 
 
 
ENDNOTES: 
1. See Jack Wertheimer’s article, “The High Cost of Jewish Living,” in the March 2010 issue of 

Commentary Magazine.  Also see his article, The American Synagogue: Recent Issues and 
Trends, in the The American Jewish Yearbook, 2005. 

2. See “Synagogues Try to Reverse Trend of the Post-Bar Mitzvah Dropout” by Joe Berkofsky, a 
May 24, 2011, Jewish Telegraphic Agency article   

 
 
Eyal Bor, Ph.D., is the Director of Education at Beth El Congregation in Baltimore, MD.  He is 
instrumental in developing innovative educational programs used throughout the U.S., such 
as Project Mishpacha; Chavurah Chadasha, small family groups study together; and Gesher 
L’Tikvah, a program to assist students with dyslexia and/or learning disabilities.  Dr. Bor is a 
professor of Hebrew Language at Towson University and is married to Dr. Hana Bor, Professor 
of Education at Towson University.  Jill Eisen, MAJE, MAJCS, is the Assistant Principal at Beth El 
Congregation.   
eyal@bethelbalto.com 
jill@bethelbalto.com 
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WHAT COULD BE: 
SUCCESSFUL SUPPLEMENTAL ED: CONGREGATION MAGEN AVRAHAM,   
OMER, ISRAEL1 
 
by F. Penina Hoffnung 
  
My family is still mortified by the memory: in 2007, I cried every Shabbat in synagogue. I was 
not making a spectacle of myself loudly, mind you, just quietly weeping as if I were the 
grandmother of the Bar Mitzvah, not an American Jewish educator on sabbatical in the Negev. I 
cried so routinely that they began to sit a row away. It wasn’t hormones, or burnout, it was joy 
and frustration.  I was witnessing a professional vision come true.  Joy because I saw 
supplemental, short-term Jewish education that worked; frustration because I couldn’t replicate 
it, on a technicality.  
  
In the years since, I’ve pondered how to overcome that technicality, and I think I’ve figured it 
out.  But first,  
 
First there’s the ceremony.  The Bar/Bat Mitzvah almost singlehandedly conducted Friday and 
Saturday’s prayers, chanted Torah and Haftarah, and gave an amazing D’var Torah referencing 
Talmud.  The Bar Mitzvah child’s parent(s) publicly spoke about the impact the Bar Mitzvah 
process had on them.  The president of the congregation presented an intimate biography of 
the child: interests, hobbies, achievements, friends, pets’ names, the out of town guests’ names 
and hometowns, without notes.  I have no idea how to replicate that: the man’s simply a 
genius.  Then the rabbi, with great fanfare, reviewed all the child preparatory work and then led 
the audience in loud applause. But I was puddled, because in some cases, less than a year 
before, the child had never been in a synagogue. 
 
Obviously, these are not Orthodox children.  They are upper class secular children of extreme, 
even militantly secular, parents.  In their social milieu, except for Orthodox cousins, a Bar 
Mitzvah equals a party, a three-day professionally-produced resort-based affair followed by a 
trip abroad.  
 
But these kids chose to have “aliyah l’ Torah.”  So they enrolled in Magen Avraham’s “Chug Bar 
Mitzvah,” an after school once-a-week program, just like tennis, fencing, soccer and other 
extra-curriculars.  The content?  It should sound familiar: Jewish values, Jewish history, and an 
explanation of Jewish holidays, ritual practice, and prayer.   
 

                                                 
1 I’m indebted to Rabbah Tamar Elad Appelbaum for creating my dream-come-true at Magen Avraham, and for 
helping me to re-create the particulars for this article. 



But the ceremony was just the start: Among Magen Avraham’s Sabras, those who did not come 
from a culture of synagogue affiliation, most tell identical stories:  they joined  because of the 
transformative experience of their child’s Bar Mitzvah, and they stayed. Significantly, native 
Israelis are now the majority of the congregation. As for the kids, they stay, too: there’s an 
active youth group—even though there’s competition from more established Zionist youth 
movements.   Teenagers regularly return and participate ritually.   
 
Get it? The ceremony’s the beginning of family involvement in Judaism/synagogue life, not the 
end of it!  At THIS Bar Mitzvah factory, the product was engaged Jewish families! 
 
I was witnessing success, but, alas, unattainable success.  As I dissected the components of 
Magen Avraham vs. my community, the only real significant difference was Hebrew; time was 
not lost to mastering phonetic sight-reading, so it was all spent on content-rich, meaningful 
stuff. 
   
How to learn Hebrew, if not in Hebrew School? 
 
The Proposal.   
Only 3 Steps-- 
1.  Move Hebrew out of Hebrew School; remove rote teaching of alef bet, decoding, 
vocabulary, etc.  Instead, expand teaching of more essential, meaningful material. Options can 
include tutoring or Jewish early childhood immersion programs to achieve basic Hebrew 
literacy.  
 
2. Have Hebrew taught primarily in local public schools, not charter schools, regular public 
schools.  Financially subsidize Hebrew teaching there, including covering the teacher(‘s/s’) 
salary, if necessary.  
 
3.  Work with other local ethnic communities—i.e., Chinese/ Indian/ Korean civic associations, 
Muslim mosques, local school districts, state departments of education, and state legislatures 
to create ethnic and heritage-based world language programs in public schools. Train current 
foreign language teachers to supervise these new programs. 
 
Intended Consequences: 
1.  Improves the quality of supplemental Jewish education, the preferred system of most 
American Jews.  Liberated from “bah, bah, beh, beh,” religious schools could truly teach values, 
sacred literature, ritual, and history in meaningful ways. 
 
2. Lets everyone-including unaffiliated-access “free” Hebrew education.  We could finally 
reach those “hole-in-the-bagel” Jews, unaffiliated for a variety of well-documented, oft-
maligned reasons.  In a best case, this basic free cultural education might spur their interest 
further. Worst case, it will create a minimally literate Jews.   Current world language offerings 
include cultural study, so they’d have basic cultural literacy. 
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3. Creates a more cost-effective means of delivering better education.  Currently facing 
shrinking Jewish philanthropy, our synagogues and Federations could conserve financial 
resources by investing in the training and maintaining of a small number of highly skilled 
Hebrew language/culture teachers, instead of the cadre of part-time, avocational teachers 
today.  Smaller, more professional synagogue schools could achieve expanded goals if Hebrew 
no longer drained time and talent. 
 
4.  Seizes the historical opportunity of this recession. Public schools in funding crises are open 
to alternative funding sources and new ideas. The Chinese government is already training and 
sponsoring Chinese teachers in America.2 If local ethnic groups banded together and likewise 
offered to improve the relevance and quality of their school district’s World Language 
programs, at little cost to the school districts, it would be hailed as civic heroism.  
 
5. Improves America’s world standing via world language literacy.  A 2006 US Department of 
Education world language initiative noted3: “American students must master critical need 
foreign language skills for our nation to remain competitive and continue the progress in 
securing our nation.” The DOE, along with Federal security agencies noted in the report that 
there’s a “Critical need… foreign language skills are necessary to advance national security and 
global competitiveness.”   The report continued: 

 More than 200 million children in China are studying English, a compulsory subject for 
all Chinese primary school students. By comparison, only about 24,000 of approximately 
54 million elementary and secondary school children in the United States are studying 
Chinese. 

 According to the Center for Applied Linguistics, only 31% of American elementary 
schools (and 24% of public elementary schools) report teaching foreign languages. 

o 79% of those schools focus on giving introductory exposure to a language rather 
than achieving overall proficiency. 

 Only 44% of American high school students are enrolled in foreign language classes as 
reported by the 2002 Digest of Education Statistics. Of those students, 69% are enrolled 
in Spanish and 18% in French. 

o Less than 1% of American high school students combined study Arabic, Chinese, 
Farsi, Japanese, Korean, Russian or Urdu 

 
In my area’s local suburban public schools, French and Spanish are offered universally, with  
German, Italian, and Latin also offered in some districts. 
 

                                                 
2 Dillon, Sam, “Foreign Languages Fade in Class — Except Chinese. ‘  New York Times, Published: 
January 20, 2010 
3” Teaching Language for National Security and American Competitiveness, Department of Education, US 
Government, 2006 http://www2.ed.gov/teachers/how/academic/foreign-language/teaching-language.html 



At “Back to School Night” this year at my fifth grader’s public school, her teacher spoke of a 
recent poll he’d done, identifying the languages that classmates were intimately engaged with 
at home.  They were Arabic, Chinese, Hebrew, Hindi, Korean, Urdu, and Spanish. 
 
Which list most closely resembles the DOE/NSA’s desired proficiency: the ones currently 
offered, or the ones being spoken in the students’ homes?  The resources are in our own 
communities! Yet my daughter’s 5th grade world language experience was Spanish, for 30 
minutes every two weeks due to cutbacks! 
 
6.  Improves the Jewish community’s relationships with other local ethnic communities by 
forming alliances and working together on an issue common to all, linguistic heritage 
preservation.  The Jewish community, both because it is the most established and developed in 
organizational structure, has a history of interfaith work, (and frankly, because its language will 
not appear on any Federal language wish-list) should be the lead community in this effort.  
Creating a public education system that strengthens our nation’s competitiveness and security 
in the world is in everyone’s interest.   
 
Recently, I shared a ride to a JCRC-sponsored interschool panel about comparative religions 
with a member of the Muslim community, and we discussed the poor state of our children’s 
relationship to their sacred texts.  “The trouble is that they have to study the Qur’an in 
translation,” he said. “Their Arabic is nowhere near the level it needs to be for understanding.”  
I shared that we had the same struggle.  He noted that relying on another’s translation and 
interpretations allows manipulation of meaning by extremist elements.  I pitched him this 
public school proposal. With enough support, I said, public schools could offer Arabic or even 
his native Urdu. He was enthusiastic and intrigued.  
 
Conclusion 
Transforming Hebrew school isn’t going to be easy. But all the essential elements to do so 
already exist: We have money for Hebrew instruction, but we use it haphazardly. We have 
teachers, but insufficient contact hours. We have ethnic richness in our towns, but 
communication gaps between ethnicities.  In New Jersey, there’s even a World Language law 
that makes alternative language instruction a right, but it goes unused. We have a poor 
selection of world language options, when we need bilingualism most in the world, We have a 
readiness to fund school programs in new ways, but no connections being made.  And finally, 
we have a country needing bilingual world citizens, with the potential teachers to provide it in 
our own neighborhoods, but not being tapped. 
 
Success is attainable; I saw it in the Negev.  We just have to re-think and rearrange the status 
quo we have now, and work at building new alliances to improve both our public and religious 
schools.   
 
If we will it, it is no dream. 
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THE SYNAGOGUE- 
THE MORE YOU KNOW ABOUT ITS PAST,  
THE MORE YOU WANT TO BE A PART OF ITS FUTURESM

 

 
by Abe Katz  
 
Query - What Jewish practice has been most responsible for Judaism surviving two thousand years of 
Diaspora and persecution?  Undeniably, it is the synagogue.  The requirement that a quorum of ten 
be present before performing rituals such as the Torah reading and the recital of Kaddish has by 
default caused Jews to live within close proximity of each other and to a synagogue.  The synagogue 
then became where families developed their social circles - where husbands found wives and children 
found playmates.   
 
Today, the synagogue competes with other activities that lead to social relationships.  Nevertheless, 
many Jews, among them the Orthodox, still view the synagogue as the center of their social network.  
How do we impress upon all young Jewish men and women the idea that the synagogue can and 
should be viewed as the place from where their social circle can sprout, particularly in the years when 
they attend college and beyond?   An argument will be made here that a course of study centered on 
the synagogue service taught the year before boys reach Bar Mitzvah age and girls reach Bat Mitzvah 
age can create such a view of the synagogue.  
 
We expect our Bar Mitzvah boys and Bat Mitzvah girls to read from the Torah and to chant the 
Haftorah.  Some also prepare to lead the services.  Does anyone teach them why we read from the 
Torah each Shabbat?  Why people are called to the Torah? The meaning of the brachot that are 
recited both before and after a person is called to the Torah? Why four brachot are recited after 
reading the Haftorah?  The function of the prayer leader?  Why we need a quorum of ten before 
reading from the Torah and before reciting Kaddish? 
 
In the last one hundred years, our knowledge of the history of the synagogue and the synagogue 
service, particularly the development of the Jewish prayer book, has grown substantially due to the 
research undertaken by university professors in Israel and elsewhere.  We are now in a position to 
relay to our students the Jewish history that lies buried within the Jewish prayer book.  Here are 
several examples:  

 The practice to recite the Mourner’s Kaddish did not develop until after the First Crusade.  It 
was instituted to afford minor boys an opportunity to gain merit for their deceased parents 
because the avenue open to adults, leading the services, was closed to minors because they 
lacked the legal capacity to lead the prayer services.   

 The bracha we recite before lighting Shabbat candles was composed during the period of the 
Geonim (700 to 1100 CE) as a response to the theology of the Karaites who opined that a 
person may not benefit from a fire during the Sabbath, even if the fire had been lit prior to the 
Sabbath. 
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 The Kabbalists in Safed initiated Kabbalat Shabbat and composed Lecha Dodi in the late 
1500’s as one means of hastening the coming of the Messiah, whom they believed was waiting, 
ready to appear, if the Jewish People were worthy.  The was begun in 1492, the year in which 
the Jews were expelled from Spain.   

 Many prayer books provide an instruction to read the first verse of Kriyat Shema out loud 
because in so many periods of Jewish history, the enemies of the Jewish People prohibited the 
Jews from reciting Kriyat Shema, the Jewish Pledge of Allegiance.   

 The Ten Commandments were removed from the Jewish prayer book out of concern that 
Christians would argue that the practice of reciting the Ten Commandments each day bolstered 
their theological belief that after the death of Jesus, the only part of the Five Books of Moses 
that needed to be observed was the Ten Commandments.   

 Fear of Christian reprisal may have caused Ashkenazic Jews to stop the Kohanim from reciting 
the Priestly Blessings before the congregation each day.  They were concerned that the 
Christians would be offended by the Kohanim asking God to favor the Jews (the word “Yisa” in 
the third verse of the Priestly Blessings).  Sephardic Jews continued the practice because their 
neighbors, the Muslims, did not exhibit any animosity towards what was being recited in the 
Priestly Blessings. 

 
The above events are not the only historical circumstances that influenced the synagogue service.  
Each generation left a major imprint on the Jewish prayer book.  
 
Jewish educators need to fight against the foregone conclusion that the day a boy or girl becomes “of 
Mitzvah” is often the last time that the boy or girl ever visits a synagogue.  Perhaps by exposing the 
students to what the synagogue has meant to the Jewish People over the centuries and how Jewish 
history influenced the Jewish prayer book, schools can cause the students to store that information 
on their “C” drives rather than on their thumb drives so that they may retrieve it sooner rather than 
later. 
 
In an age when social relationships are becoming more and more dependent on modern technology, 
it is incumbent upon parents and schools to proudly tout how successful the ancient forms of social 
networking have been for the Jewish People.  The synagogue - the more you know about its past, the 
more you want to be a part of its futureSM. 
 
Abe Katz is the Founding Director of The Beurei Hatefila Institute, a non-profit organization 
established to encourage the study of the Jewish prayer book and synagogue service in Jewish schools.  
Eight years ago, in an effort to assist schools in developing courses on the history of Jewish prayer, 
Abe launched a weekly e-mail newsletter in which he has been tracing the origin of the words and the 
structure of the Jewish prayer nook.  The newsletters and other supplementary material on the history 
of Jewish Prayer and synagogue service are available at the Beurei Hatefila Institute website, 
www.beureihatefila.com. 
beureihatefila@yahoo.com 
 

http://www.beureihatefila.com/
mailto:beureihatefila@yahoo.com
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FOCUS ON THE FUTURE: JEWISH EDUCATION UNBOUND 
 
by Deborah Nagler 
 
When Joshua fought the battle of Jericho, the clarion call of the shofar brought down its walls. 
For Joshua, this was a pivotal conquest in his campaign to establish a Jewish homeland in 
Canaan.  In like fashion, the future of Jewish education will depend upon our ability to bring 
down the walls or boundaries that have defined its institutions, classrooms, and curricula in the 
twentieth century.  Against the backdrop of globalism, technological development, social 
change, and economic instability, only a plastic and easily permeable system will give us the 
tools to engage and educate the twenty-first century Jewish learner. 
 
On an institutional level, this means that schooling will not necessarily take place only in 
schools. Online learning will continue to filter down into Jewish high schools and elementary 
schools, as it has in the public school sector. Hybrid formats, combining computer-based 
learning with face-to-face classrooms, will become more common.  Informal or experiential 
education increasingly will combine with formal education, bringing the motivational and 
immersive strengths of camping to year-round programs.  Further, creative partnerships 
between institutions will allow for the sharing of resources in what is likely to be an 
environment of ongoing fiscal challenge. Because technology has removed geographic barriers, 
partnering institutions will be found anywhere in the country and in the world. 
 
The role of the teacher will have changed in this new system. Rather than being a lecturer or 
instructor, the teacher will be a facilitator of learning, guiding the student in a self-defined 
journey of learning. In addition, the boundary between teacher and student will be less 
pronounced, as students use emerging technologies to explore the vast knowledge pool of the 
Web.  Teachers will find that they can learn from their students, as well as teach them.  
 
In the twenty-first century, the family again will have a pivotal role in Jewish education. Formal 
learning will be enhanced by multi-generational participation. Students will benefit from 
sharing the learning process with older siblings, parents, and even grandparents. More than 
that, the role of parents will be an active one.  They will need to step in to guide or at least 
monitor the computer-based learning that will take place in the home.  
 
In this evolving scenario, curricula also will have fluid boundaries. The “just-in-case” approach 
to teaching, featuring information or skills that may or may not be useful in the future, will give 
way to learning that is personalized and interest-driven.  In the case of Hebrew education, for 
example, all students may continue to learn to decode Hebrew, but some may choose to learn 
conversational Hebrew, while others elect a path that explores Hebrew text.  
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Rather than today’s one-size-fits-all approach, the emerging Jewish classroom will help students 
cultivate a personal learning environment (PLE) composed of classmates and teachers both 
near and distant. In such a PLE, learning does not stop at the door of the school. The student 
can continue to investigate and study after school hours by using electronic media and may 
continue to develop and deepen learning over the course of many years.  Additionally, the 
student will be able to cultivate a network of experts, resources, and fellow learners that will be 
the foundation for lifelong learning and social connections.  
 
Along these lines, Bar/Bat Mitzvah will no longer be perceived as an end goal or boundary. 
Instead, it will be redefined as a step in the process of “leveling up” to higher and higher levels 
of Jewish expertise and knowledge. The motivation to continue in this process will come from 
recognition by the community or peers. A contributing factor will be the development of the 
sense that the learner is participating in the epic, timeless adventure that is Klal Yisrael.  
 
Until now, textbooks also have presented pre-set boundaries for knowledge. The information 
presented is limited to the facts on the page. Already, such textbooks are largely obsolete. 
Technological advances in both hardware and software have enabled unprecedented access to 
information and have spawned a myriad of pathways to knowledge. Twenty-first century 
Jewish education will use the Web as a supplement to or a replacement for texts, thereby 
offering learners up-to-date information in multi-media formats.  
 
Interactive, online platforms also will transform the learning experience. By using 3D immersive 
tools, like that of Second Life or gaming platforms, Jewish education will do more than simply 
relate the facts or tell the story of Jewish life.  Students will cross the boundary from the real to 
the virtual world in order to “participate” in recreated chapters of Jewish history.  Through role-
play and simulations, they will explore history, investigate the artifacts of the time period, and 
extrapolate the lessons for contemporary Judaism. 
 
Sacred texts always have been a critical part of Jewish life and education. Mobile devices now 
make them available anytime, anywhere.  Further, the process of learning and understanding 
such texts is even more strongly supported by the presence of online experts and resources.  
This does not downplay the value of face-to-face learning, but rather underscores that Jewish 
education has now entered an era where learning is not bound by geography, access to text, 
availability of a teacher, or the skill of the learner.  
 
Much of the institutional, curricular, and programmatic change that has been described above 
has already begun to happen, although this alone is not enough to ensure the future of Jewish 
education and Jewish life.  Many different kinds of “walls” make learners feel unwelcome in the 
Jewish community and discourage participation in Jewish education. Whether we raze these 
walls, or simply lift them on all sides as Abraham did in his tent, we need to create a future that 
is truly welcoming and encouraging for Jewish learners.  
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The Jewish educational establishment is beginning to understand that significant change must 
take place if we are going to serve future generations. Most importantly, we need to develop 
educational systems that are not bound by the assumptions or expectations of the last century.  
Cultivating fluid boundaries in our educational landscape is a great start. 
 
 
Deborah Nagler, MAJE, EMDTMS, is a veteran Jewish educator, specializing in media and 
technology.  In addition to her work as the Director of Simnik.com and as an Educational 
Technology Consultant for F2 Learning Solutions, she is an adjunct professor in Educational 
Technology at Gratz College and a freelance writer.  Ms. Nagler holds an MA in Jewish 
Education from the Jewish Theological Seminary and an MS in Education Media Design and 
Technology from Full Sail University. 
deborah@simnik.com 
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ROSH PINA:  
THE JUDAICA LIBRARIAN AS CORNERSTONE OF LIFELONG JEWISH LEARNING 
 
by Kathe Pinchuck 
 
What is lifelong learning? It can be defined as “all purposeful learning activity undertaken on an 
ongoing basis with the aim of improving knowledge, skills, and competence. It contains various forms 
of education and training, formal, non-formal and informal, individually, in a group setting or within 
the framework of social movements.”1  As Jewish educators, we facilitate these activities, but we also 
strive to inculcate our students with a love of Judaism that will amplify the learning experience.  
 
A relatively new model in both business and education is “backward design.”  Using this approach, the 
first step for Jewish educators is identifying the desired results (laying a foundation for lifelong Jewish 
learning). Then, consider the evidence needed to determine whether the desired results are being 
achieved. Finally, plan the learning experiences to help students understand key concepts, and 
generate action plans focused on obtaining the desired results.2  While each educational institution will 
have its own goals and ways to determine if they are being met, most can look to an integral 
collaborative partner: the Judaica librarian. 
 
Libraries are not just service places; they also are active partners in the educational process, bringing 
together learners and learning opportunities.3  What are these opportunities? Chris Spagnuolo asserts 
there is much to learn at story time.4  Most story times begin with a welcome, an opportune time to 
instill the Jewish value of “greeting everyone with a cheerful  face.”5  It provides multiple learning 
experiences that help develop listening skills and observation skills (illustrations); it also often involves 
singing and movement. Opportunities for participation involve the audience in clapping, repeating 
lines, or simple readers’ theater. This time can be devoted to a theme or can be used to reinforce 
curriculum concepts.  It is amazing that sharing a book can provide differentiated instruction by 
connecting with students in different ways.  
 
Jewish stories abound, and telling these stories connects pre-readers to their heritage. Stories “provide 
emotional transportation, moving people to take action…because they can very quickly come to 
psychologically identify with the characters in a narrative or share an experience—courtesy of the 
images evoked in the telling.”6  You can tell children to be content with what they have, but a story 
where a man brings farm animals into his house in order to appreciate his surroundings (It Couldn’t Be 
Worse by Vlasta Van Kampen; The Little, Little House by Jessica Souhami; It Could Always Be Worse by 
Margot Zemach) can make the point more subtly and with humor. But Jewish libraries have much more 
to offer than story time. 
 
The Judaica librarian provides opportunities for informal learning by making books and other materials 
available on a wide range of subjects and at different reading levels. Who, of any age, has not been 
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delighted when told they can pick any book off the shelf? A quiet moment in the library is really 
informal improvement of knowledge, although the technical term cannot capture the serene 
experience. For example, an early childhood student may be intrigued by the legend of the Golem 
(look for books by Barbara Rogasky, Isaac Bashevis Singer and David Wisniewski). He or she may then 
want to learn more about Jewish mystical characters, Jewish history and customs, or Czechoslovakia. 
As an adult, he or she may come across the writings of the Maharal (Rabbi Judah Loew) and be willing 
to delve into some challenging concepts because of his initial encounter with the wise rabbi.  
 
As we proceed through the twenty-first century, the prevalence of digital devices, with which most 
pre-school students are adept, has created an overload of information. One of the biggest challenges 
to educators is teaching students how to manage information. If the goal is Jewish information literacy, 
a Judaica librarian can assist in developing projects that help students develop confidence in their 
ability to use the library and find answers to their questions. As an information specialist, the librarian 
sees technology as one of many tools to organize data and make it useful. 
 
Robert Berkowitz and Michael Eisenberg8 developed an information process model for younger 
children. The Super3 Information Problem-solving Model provides a framework for doing research. The 
planning stage involves thinking about what needs to be done and writing a list of questions. The doing 
stage is where students organize the answers to the questions and make something to show what they 
learned. In the early education setting, the “something” can be Jewish art, music, cooking or baking – 
projects are only bounded by the educator’s creativity. In the reviewing stage, students can go over 
their work and look at both the product and the process. These steps provide a paradigm for life-long 
learning, as evidenced by their similarity to the backward design process and their application in 
various situations. 
 
The Judaica librarian is in the Jewish library because he/she loves information, loves Judaism, and is 
enthusiastic about helping others through collaboration and information literacy. Using this resource 
to its fullest potential will lay the foundation for a lifelong link to a Jewish life and to Jewish education. 
 
 
Endnotes: 

1. Haggstrom, Britt Marie, ed. The Role of Libraries in Lifelong Learning. Rep. Ljusdal: IFLA, 2004.  
2. McTighe, Jay, and Ronald S. Thomas. "Backward Design for Forward Action." Educational 

Leadership (2003): 52-55. Academic Search Complete. Web. 14 June 2011. 
http://www.kennesaw.edu/education/CFEP/forms/teachinduct2b.pdf. 
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Kathe Pinchuck, MLS, has worked in both public and Jewish libraries. Past chair of the Sydney Taylor 
Book Award Committee of the Association of Jewish Libraries, she currently sits on the organization’s 
board as secretary of the Synagogue, School and Center Division. 
kpinchuck@gmail.com 
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Dor L’Dor v’ Yeladim L’Yeladim                                                                                    
Generation to Generation and Children to Children 
 
by Nechama Retting and Tobey Greenberg  
 
 
Jewish customs, traditions, and knowledge always have been passed on from generation to 
generation, Dor L’Dor. In our hectic society, however, less and less of our traditions are being 
passed down and fewer rituals are being observed.  Those customs that once had so much 
meaning to us seem to have fallen by the wayside and have little or no meaning for some of our 
younger generations.  How can we as Jewish educators change this path? 
 
We can begin in the Early Childhood classrooms by creating a multitude of opportunities to 
create connections to Torah, to Israel, and to Judaism and also extending those connections to 
our families at home.  In our busy world today, parents don’t always have the time, or often the 
knowledge, to teach and share our traditions with our younger generations.  In some instances, 
the children are teaching their parents what they have learned in their Gan, which is the 
reverse of what our grandparents did.   We need to create a bridge between school and home, 
not only educating the children, but also their families.  
 

 
 
Educators need to create exciting opportunities for our students to experience Torah, holidays, 
and Jewish traditions that will create a sense of responsibility to themselves, their families, and 
to future generations.   
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Teaching Torah should take place in our EC classrooms weekly.  Children should have 
opportunities to “LIVE” the Torah and to incorporate it into their everyday lives. We must 
provide the time to hear the stories and even to be able to act out and “be a part” of our living 
Torah.  We must create multi-sensory experiences so we can build connections between the 
biblical stories of the past and today.  The important thing is to help students build that bridge 
that connects their knowledge to their own lives, to their families, and to the future 
generations.  
 
In our Gan, we experience Torah weekly by coming together as a school community to learn 
about the weekly Torah portion. We gather in a special place, invite our families to join us, and, 
together with our Rabbi, we hear the stories and relive the Torah portion through drama, 
songs, and dance. In our end-of-week newsletters, we include a summary of the Torah portion 
with discussion questions to prompt family Torah learning at home. In this way, our children 
can share their knowledge and, in many cases, teach their parents as well.  
 
During our Tefillot time, when we say the Shema and V’ahavta, we remind our children that it is 
their responsibility (as it says in the prayer) to teach their children (younger siblings or anyone 
in their family) the Shema and about our Jewish values and traditions. This helps to create a 
feeling of empowerment in our youngest learners that will last a lifetime.  
 
Children also are teaching other children. This can be a very powerful teaching method and one 
that gives the children a feeling of accomplishment and pride. Inspired by the teachings of Orly 
Kenneth (Washington, DC’s former Israeli Shlicha), our Gan has begun having the oldest classes 
announce to the younger classes when a holiday is coming. The 4 year old students feel a sense 
of responsibility when they go tell the 3’s class that it is Rosh Chodesh or another holiday. We 
explain to the children, “How else will the 3 year old class know it’s Rosh Chodesh, if you don’t 
tell them? It’s your job to tell them!”  You can see the pride on the children’s faces as they plan 
what to say to the other classes. Then it is the job of the 3 year old classes to tell the 2 year old 
classes. There is also a sense of accountability as well, as the children teach other children.  
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Celebrating Lag B’Omer 

 
We also create a special holiday book for each child with photos of the child or of the class 
participating in each holiday. We glue the photos onto paper and ask the children to tell us 
what they like best about the holiday. We also include a sentence or two describing each 
holiday. For some of our students, their time at school is their only experience with the 
holidays. It is especially meaningful to see how the children progress with their answers as the 
year goes on. We start the year with statements like: “I like round challah for Rosh Hashanah” 
and end the year with statements like “I like learning about Shavuot. God gave us the 10 
Commandments and all of us were there on Mt Sinai! We eat ice cream and dairy foods 
because Israel is the land flowing with milk and honey.” At the end of the year, the children 
take their holiday books home to share with their families. It is so wonderful to hear the 
positive feedback, and we also create another way to teach families that can be shared and 
enjoyed over and over again.  
 
Connections to Israel can be created by putting together an “Israel Bag.” The bag can contains 
various items such as books in Hebrew, pictures of Israel, games, shekelim, CDs with Israeli 
music, etc. The bag is sent home with the children to share with their families.  
 
In conclusion, we see that educators must try and create meaningful experiences that can be 
shared at home, that help children to feel a sense of responsibility to help future generations to 
learn, and that help to guide parents thereby creating a strong bridge to the future of Judaism 
and to our future generations.  
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Nechama Retting and Tobey Greenberg are early childhood Jewish educators from the 
Washington, DC area. Together, they wrote Morah, Morah Teach Me Torah! (A Multi-media 
way to teach the weekly Torah portion year round), which is available through Torah Aura 
Productions (www.torahaura.com).  They also wrote Green Chagim –  Recycle Your Way 
Through the Jewish Holidays. They can be reached through their website, www.Torah4kids.com.  
torah4kids@gmail.com 
 

http://www.torahaura.com/
http://www.torah4kids.com/
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SHARING OUR EARTH 
 
by Evon J. Yakar  
 
 
Hiking up one of the Flatiron Mountains in Boulder, Colorado, put most of us out of breath.  Yet 
the journey provided a great experience ... it was a modern day ascension of that sacred 
mountain from our Jewish collective memory.  That is where I celebrated Shavuot 5765 in 
Boulder, Colorado.  Together with other rabbinical students from the three stateside campuses 
of HUC-JIR, we studied, we learned, we hiked, and we explored new possibilities with Rabbi 
Jamie Korngold of Adventure Rabbi:  Synagogue w/o Walls.  The experience left me with many 
great colleagues and new ideas.  Eager to explore what was possible with this new and unique 
community Rabbi Korngold was creating, I was determined to follow her success.   
  
Almost seven years later, I was invited to work with Adventure Rabbi and build upon the great 
success of our B’nai Mitzvah program, the Adventure Class, and propose new ideas for Jewish 
educational models that jive with the Adventure Rabbi:  Synagogue w/o Walls community.  This 
summer begins the journey and we are proud of what has been accomplished and the 
opportunities ahead.   
  
Part of “trying a new model” of Jewish education is the willingness.  Overseeing a “traditional” 
complementary Religious School with more than four hundred students, gave me a great 
foundation to look from the bird’s eye view and see the ground too.  I learned quickly, that for 
me, the classroom needed to be expanded.  The goals must include:  Cultivating young Jews 
with whom we want to share the Earth.  And, the most important lesson that I am carrying into 
my work with Adventure Rabbi is that life-cycle moments remain at the top of the list of high 
impact, high value Jewish experiences for our communities.  This recognition steers my work in 
trying a different model, a new model. 
  
Currently, our Distance Learning reaches B’nai Mitzvah students (traditional thirteen year olds 
as well as adults) and facilitates ten months of Jewish exploration, action, learning and 
experience.  This culminates in a Shabbat or weekday service offering the student the 
opportunity to celebrate becoming Bar or Bat Mitzvah and share the journey.    Borrowing 
heavily from successful and well-established B’nai Mitzvah Programs, we expect prayer fluency, 
reading Torah, teaching Torah and a service project.  However, one innovative approach to give 
access to our Jewish tradition is the Shabbat project.  For one month blocks, students are 
expected to make Shabbat holy, or special, by refraining from an activity or engaging in a 
unique activity each Shabbat for that month.  The end result is a heightened awareness, 
appreciation and love of Shabbat - Vayinafash - renewal.  One of my favorites, was a student 
who participated on a ski team during the year each Saturday.  So, one month during the 
winter, this individual took a picture from the same spot on the ski mountain week after week.   



This continued beyond the first month and the end result was a pictorial display of the natural 
world - ma’aseh beresheit - evolving, moving through the season...Shabbat after Shabbat after 
Shabbat. 
  
In addition to life-cycle moments, and creating innovative ways to engage Jews, Adventure 
Rabbi is working now on expanding the Religious School classroom:  Moving towards a blend of 
outdoor Jewish education with celebrations of Judaism.  From our Pesach in Moab to teen 
engagement programming for the Sacramento Region Jewish Federation, our programs strive 
for excellence in claiming that wherever Jews are is our classroom.  From the trail to a coffee 
shop on a mind adventure, both (and everything in between) provide space for a Jewish 
experience.  Over the next years, we will take our experiences, from life-cycle moments to 
Passover retreats in Moab, from Shabbat on the slopes to Adventure Rabbi training programs 
and use the lessons to cultivate a learning community.  This community will engage Jewish 
learners from our young pre-readers to their parents and grandparents.  The primary goal being 
to cultivate young Jews with whom we want to share the Earth.  This means an awareness of 
the natural world and the ways Judaism can enhance our quality of life.  From new and unique 
Shabbat observances, to exploring our freedom in the desert of Moab for Pesach all of our 
programs offer access to our Jewish tradition.  They instill a strong sense of community and 
compassion for both the world around us and each other.  The Adventure Class, a B’nai Mitzvah 
program run in Boulder, teaches our young people not only the leadership of prayer, but the 
personal responsibility we want all our young people to gain.  It is gained through learning to 
change a tire while discussing different views of God.  These are the ways we engage our fellow 
Jews and through building experiences for a growing group of interested adventurers our 
learning community will become reality.     
 
 

 
Rabbi Evon J. Yakar serves the community of Temple Bat Yam in South Lake Tahoe and works 
with the Adventure Rabbi: Synagogue Without Walls community. He served as the assistant, 
then associate, Rabbi and Director of Education of Temple Chai in Phoenix, Arizona. From 
teaching in midrasha programs to designing Jewish outdoor adventure opportunities, Rabbi 
Yakar has a passion for working with Jewish youth and their families.  He is passionate about 
building and fostering healthy relationships across generational gaps and among faith 
communities.  He holds a Bachelor of Science in Hebrew and Biological Aspects of Conservation 
from the University of Wisconsin at Madison. He was ordained at Hebrew Union College, Jewish 
Institute of Religion in Cincinnati, where he also earned a Masters of Arts in Hebrew Letters and 
a Masters in Educational Administration in a joint program between HUC and Xavier University.  
Rabbievon@adventurerabbi.org 
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A NEW MODEL FOR JEWISH TEACHER TRAINING: BRIDGING THE WORLDS OF 
JEWISH AND PUBLIC EDUCATION 
 
by Rebecca Shargel and Hana Bor 
 
 
 
Baltimore Hebrew University (BHU), a renowned teachers college and school of Judaic studies 
celebrated its 90th birthday in 2009. The same year marked a dramatic transition, a merger with 
Towson University, the second largest university in the state of Maryland. On our new campus 
we continue our mission to prepare students for Masters degrees in Jewish studies, Jewish 
Communal Service, and Jewish Education. 
 
As professors of Jewish education, we knew that we had an enormous opportunity at Towson, 
the largest teachers college in Maryland, which has a faculty of over 100 professors. Not only 
would we enjoy the multiple resources of a large state university while preparing students for 
careers in the Jewish world, we knew that we could also find ways to create bridges between 
our students and those students preparing to work in public schools. These bridges would 
broaden the context of our students’ learning and give them an appreciation of how Jewish and 
general education could mutually benefit each other. 
 
In our new home, we knew that some of our courses would remain relevant only to Masters of 
Jewish Education students, such as those relating to the pedagogy of teaching Bible or Jewish 
holidays.  Yet we also seized a golden opportunity. We could reinvigorate our existing model by 
broadening the scope of some classes to appeal to both Jewish educators and public educators. 
We asked ourselves this question: Which courses would appeal to both Masters of Jewish 
education students and public education students? Which content areas could produce the most 
fruitful dialogue between the two populations?  
 
We realized that there were at least three areas of mutual interest: ethics, the Holocaust, and 
Israel. Given these common interests, we could introduce a new model of Jewish education 
courses that included the nexus of Jewish and secular educational approaches. While other 
universities could provide occasional intercultural dialogue by hosting occasional programs to 
bridge two different schools, at Towson we could facilitate these dialogues consistently within 
the walls of our College of Education. 
 
With this in mind, Hana developed a course on the pedagogy of the Holocaust, which includes 
tools for teachers from a variety of ethnic and religious backgrounds and equally meets the 
needs of both Jewish and public school educators. This course emphasizes the importance and 
personal relevance of the Holocaust in terms of culture, civic organization, and personal 
behavior. It calls upon the students to explore resources available to teachers and 
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administrators to develop curricula and lesson plans, while addressing the challenges in both 
studying and teaching the Holocaust. The course engages both public school and Jewish 
teachers with hands-on experiences, such as meeting survivors; guest speakers; a trip to the 
Holocaust museum in Washington, DC; and online dialogues. It also enables teachers to 
customize their teaching methods to translate statistics into personal stories, analyze history 
through a cross-curricular approach, and explore concepts of Holocaust studies, including anti-
Semitism, racism, and discrimination that confront multiple populations. 
 
In addition, Rebecca developed a course on ethics in education, Moral Questions in the 
Classroom (named after Katherine Simon’s book).1 This course appealed to both students of 
Jewish and general education, who understood how competing approaches, inculcating 
children with traditional values or fostering moral decision-making, could work within either 
setting. Moreover, students enjoyed debating the veracity of competing theories of moral 
development, i.e., Kohlberg vs. Gilligan and considering how gender plays a factor in children’s 
interactions. To apply theories to practice, students presented mini-lessons to each other to 
receive critical feedback. Last semester bore a particularly fruitful dialogue as students taught 
each other stories, some of which represented their respective faith traditions. A Reform 
student engaged her classmates in a debate over how the laws of property damages in the 
Bible relate to today’s situations; an Orthodox student told a Hasidic story; and a Lutheran 
student story shared a story of the Good Samaritan from the New Testament. Students enjoyed 
hearing the richness of each other’s traditions and comparing the didactic values of each story. 
They appreciated the wide range of beliefs undergirding these stories and understood where 
their ideologies converged and diverged. 
 
Another opportunity, in the realm of Israel studies, is a new study abroad program that will 
combine students in both the Jewish and general education programs in an Israel program, with 
seminars following the trip. While that group of students is abroad, we continue to facilitate 
our multiple communities to “study at home” in developing their joint knowledge and skills in 
working in a diverse community with a variety of cultural, geographical, and educational 
backgrounds. This merger is certainly a brand new development in Jewish higher education. We 
look forward to future courses, initiatives, and opportunities to bridge the worlds of general 
and Jewish education--- all on one campus.  
 
As a result of designing new courses and study abroad that appeal to both populations, we 
realize that our students reap great benefits. Not only do they gain from intensive core courses 
in Judaic studies and special courses in Jewish education, but their horizons also are expanded. 
Our students merge worlds of Jewish studies and education within the broader context of 
public education.  
 
Beyond our courses, students have the opportunity to take courses in other areas, including 
special education, early childhood, elementary  or secondary education, leadership, educational 
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technology, and literacy. Our programs take their place in both the College of Education and -- 
as part of the Instructional Leadership and Professional Development Department -- in the 
College of Liberal Arts. By spanning multiple departments, our students develop a matrix of 
relationships. They benefit from the strong ties between the Jewish community and the 
university, with programming and financial assistance through the Baltimore Hebrew Institute 
as well as internships in the Baltimore/Washington areas. 
 

Endnotes:  
Simon, Katherine. Moral questions in the classroom. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001.  
 
 
Rebecca Shargel and Hana Bor are professors of general and Jewish education at Towson 
University and affiliates of the Baltimore Hebrew Institute. For further information about the 
program, please contact Dr. Bor, program director of the Masters in Jewish Education and the 
Masters of Jewish Communal Service programs, at hbor@towson.edu or go to  
www.towson.edu/bhi. 
RShargel@towson.edu 

HBor@towson.edu 
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SOME EFFECTIVE TEACHING STRATEGIES CHOSEN FROM SECULAR EDUCATION 
 
by Barbara Rosoff  
 
    
In response to the question “Who is wise?” Ben Zoma replies “One who learns from all.”1  Rabbi 
Joseph Hertz reflects upon the eloquence and simplicity of both question and answer, and comments 
that, in addition, a wise person has an open mind.2 (Hertz, 1945).  With these sage words to guide us, 
we begin our quest to determine what we can learn from secular education that will enhance Jewish 
education.  
 
An obvious place to start is with the teacher.  Teachers' thinking, planning, and decision-making 
constitute a large part of the psychological context of teaching.  Within this context, curriculum is 
interpreted and acted upon.  This is where teachers teach and students learn.  Secular school research 
in this area has just begun to describe in detail the many ways in which teaching is complex, 
demanding, and uniquely human.  Suffice it to say that what is taught and learned by the student, the 
atmosphere in the classroom, and teacher-student relationships are motivated in part and frequently 
by the mental constructs of the teacher.  It is incumbent upon both teacher and supervisor to be 
aware of and sensitive to this area. 
 
We all know effective teachers.  Research has been done on what it is that these effective teachers do 
to make them effective.  Three variables constantly come up when looking at these teachers:  

1) Teachers' knowledge of the subject matter. 
2) Their clarity in presentation (e.g., organization, clear presentation of material, etc.)  
3) Enthusiasm, warmth.   

 
Obviously there are no formulas to mold an effective teacher, but the above characteristics have been 
shown to describe them.  Medley notes that facts and cognitive knowledge must be taught in the 
classroom, but, as important as these are, the teacher's job is not merely to cram information into 
their students' heads.3  A main end result of education is to use these facts in the service of producing 
important and lasting changes in their students' behavior.  There is no argument but that this is 
especially crucial in the Jewish school. 
 
Research has indicated that teachers who set and communicate high expectations in all of their 
students obtain greater academic performance than those who set low expectations.  “Self-fulfilling 
prophecy” describes a situation in which a teacher's expectations influence the teacher's behavior 
and, subsequently, the student's behavior.  (However, it is important to reserve judgment and not to 
assume that all teachers' expectations are automatically self-fulfilling!)  Video-taping the teacher as 
s/he teaches is very revealing. (At least, it was for me.  Just watching myself after I had been video-
taped [by my own request] was a shock for me; I did not realize how differently I reacted to some of 
my students.) Teachers often treat “lows” very differently as compared with how they communicate 
with the brighter students.  (I was absolutely shocked to observe myself doing so!) Sensitivity (and 
video-taping, if possible) in this area is helpful. 
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The physical organization of the classroom adds to the efficacy of teaching.  Effective teachers arrange 
the room differently depending on variables.  If much teacher-student and student-student interaction 
is desired, for example, a horse-shoe arrangement is best (if possible).  Age of students, grade, and 
desired outcome are variables to be considered by the teacher.   
 
Time management (especially in the afternoon Religious school) is crucial, as are teachers' systems of 
classroom organization and management.  We all know that well-functioning classrooms do not just 
happen by themselves.  There is a distinction between “time on task” and Academic Learning Time.  
“Time on task” is defined as when it appears to the observer that a student is working.  Academic 
Learning Time (ALT) is defined as the amount of time a student spends engaged in an academic task 
that s/he performs with high success.  The effective teacher is aware of this difference and is sensitive 
to it in the classroom. 
 
The teacher is the most important element in the classroom. In that spirit, I quote the following, which 
I found very motivating and inspiring and hope you will also: 
“The School is a direct means by which we impart Judaism to this generation of Jewish youth.  The 
school . . . is charged not only with the task of providing information, but also has a responsibility to 
offer our students positive Jewish experiences . . . The responsibility calls for dedicated and 
consecrated teacher.”4 
    
I have never met a teacher who is complacent with regard to her/his teaching skills.  You would not 
have read this article if you were.  In this article, I have encapsulated briefly some effective teaching 
strategies.  Because the effective teacher knows that learning is life-long, and that we learn not only 
from articles and workshops, I always come back to my favorite words in the Talmud: “I learned a 
great deal from my teachers, more from my colleagues, but most of all I learned from my students.”5  
 
B'hatzlachah! May you go from strength to strength. 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Pirke Avot 4:1   
2. Hertz, J. Sayings of the Fathers; Pirke Aboth. New York: Behrman House, 1945. 
3. Medley, D.M. “The Effectiveness of Teachers.” In Research on Teaching: Concepts, Findings, and 

Implications, ed. By P.L.Peterson and H.J.Walberg.  Berkeley, CA: The National Society for the Study 
of Education: 1979. 

4. Tornberg, Robert. (ed.) The Jewish Educational Leader's Handbook. Denver: A.R.E. Publishing Co., 
1998.    

5. Ta'anit 7a 
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Dr. Barbara Rosoff received her Ed.D. from Rutgers University and her M.A.T in Early 
Childhood/Elementary Education from Monmouth University.  She has served as Judaica Principal at 
the Solomon Schechter Day School in Marlboro, NJ; the Director of Education at Cong. B’nai Israel, 
Rumson, NJ; and a faculty member at the Judaica High School of Broward County, FL, among other 
roles.  She also lectures on Jewish education and has published numerous papers.  At present, she is on 
the faculty of Georgian Court University, where she lectures on Jewish subjects.  
rosoffj@bellsouth.net  
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A PROPER PREPARATION OF TEACHERS 
 
by Barbara Rosoff  
 
There is a hot debate taking place today in the arena of secular school teacher preparation.  It is 
truly a great debate in which the National Council on Teaching Quality just issued a study noting 
that the “Training of Teachers” is flawed.1  Kate Walsh, president of the Council, noted that “this 
is shaping up to be a battle royale, not just between the education schools and us, but between 
K-12 education and higher ed.” 
 
Much of the battle focuses on student teaching, the standards of which (i.e., how many weeks 
required by each school of education) are structured differently in each school of education.  
Models of education also concentrate on diverse areas; some pay more attention to traditional 
classroom study, others point to student teaching as being more significant.   
 
While no research has taken place indicating a positive correlation between student teaching 
and teachers eventually being more efficacious in the classroom (i.e., academic progress of 
students), some “thinking out of the box” new programs for teacher preparation focus on the 
student teaching segment.  In an article “Pedagogical Puzzle” in the New York Times’ 
supplement EDUCATION LIFE, it is noted that the Holmes Group (a collection of deans from 
education schools) in 1986 warned that in too many teacher preparation schools curriculums 
were outmoded, and too many schools were indifferent to the importance of hands-on teacher 
preparation.2   
 
Little has changed since 1986 or there would not be new models for teacher preparation being 
planned now, e.g., the Relay Graduate School of Education, which has opened in New York.  At 
Teacher's College (Columbia University), graduate students spend three and a half days a week 
in student teaching.  It is interesting to note that Arne Duncan, President Obama's Secretary of 
Education, states that “there is little evidence that teachers with Masters' degrees improve 
student achievement more than other teachers.”3 
 
So ….. what does all of this have to do with the efficacy of teachers in the Jewish school?  There 
are many Jewish schools (synagogue schools and day schools) who do not have the luxury of 
having on their staff teachers who have attended and/or graduated from teacher preparation 
schools geared toward the teaching of Jewish subjects.  Correlating their efficacy with teachers 
who have had that preparation does not necessarily make them poorer teachers.   
 
I propose that the answer to this predicament is simple: Set up in the school a program of 
mentoring.  One or two (or three or more, depending on the size of the school and the faculty) 
quality teachers would be chosen to mentor (one on one) teachers, both in efficacious use of 
teaching methods and (if necessary) in subject matter.  Video-taping would assist in the process.  
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The mentor would make use of emotional intelligence that would encourage a positive 
relationship.  Obviously, the type of program would be dependent upon the school and, 
especially, the principal.  Good mentoring and encouragement by both the principal and each 
mentor are crucial.   I have seen this type of program succeed and eventually result in a strong, 
ongoing faculty. 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. New York Times, Thursday, July 21, 2011.  
2. New York Times, Sunday, July 24, 2011. 
3. Ibid. 
 
 
Dr. Barbara Rosoff received her Ed.D. from Rutgers University and her M.A.T in Early 
Childhood/Elementary Education from Monmouth University.  She has served as Judaica 
Principal at the Solomon Schechter Day School in Marlboro, NJ; the Director of Education at 
Cong. B’nai Israel, Rumson, NJ; and a faculty member at the Judaica High School of Broward 
County, FL, among other roles.  She also lectures on Jewish education and has published 
numerous papers.  At present, she is on the faculty of Georgian Court University, where she 
lectures on Jewish subjects.  
rosoffj@bellsouth.net  
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SHARING OUR EARTH 
 
by Evon J. Yakar  
 
 
Hiking up one of the Flatiron Mountains in Boulder, Colorado, put most of us out of breath.  Yet 
the journey provided a great experience ... it was a modern day ascension of that sacred 
mountain from our Jewish collective memory.  That is where I celebrated Shavuot 5765 in 
Boulder, Colorado.  Together with other rabbinical students from the three stateside campuses 
of HUC-JIR, we studied, we learned, we hiked, and we explored new possibilities with Rabbi 
Jamie Korngold of Adventure Rabbi:  Synagogue w/o Walls.  The experience left me with many 
great colleagues and new ideas.  Eager to explore what was possible with this new and unique 
community Rabbi Korngold was creating, I was determined to follow her success.   
  
Almost seven years later, I was invited to work with Adventure Rabbi and build upon the great 
success of our B’nai Mitzvah program, the Adventure Class, and propose new ideas for Jewish 
educational models that jive with the Adventure Rabbi:  Synagogue w/o Walls community.  This 
summer begins the journey and we are proud of what has been accomplished and the 
opportunities ahead.   
  
Part of “trying a new model” of Jewish education is the willingness.  Overseeing a “traditional” 
complementary Religious School with more than four hundred students, gave me a great 
foundation to look from the bird’s eye view and see the ground too.  I learned quickly, that for 
me, the classroom needed to be expanded.  The goals must include:  Cultivating young Jews 
with whom we want to share the Earth.  And, the most important lesson that I am carrying into 
my work with Adventure Rabbi is that life-cycle moments remain at the top of the list of high 
impact, high value Jewish experiences for our communities.  This recognition steers my work in 
trying a different model, a new model. 
  
Currently, our Distance Learning reaches B’nai Mitzvah students (traditional thirteen year olds 
as well as adults) and facilitates ten months of Jewish exploration, action, learning and 
experience.  This culminates in a Shabbat or weekday service offering the student the 
opportunity to celebrate becoming Bar or Bat Mitzvah and share the journey.    Borrowing 
heavily from successful and well-established B’nai Mitzvah Programs, we expect prayer fluency, 
reading Torah, teaching Torah and a service project.  However, one innovative approach to give 
access to our Jewish tradition is the Shabbat project.  For one month blocks, students are 
expected to make Shabbat holy, or special, by refraining from an activity or engaging in a 
unique activity each Shabbat for that month.  The end result is a heightened awareness, 
appreciation and love of Shabbat - Vayinafash - renewal.  One of my favorites, was a student 
who participated on a ski team during the year each Saturday.  So, one month during the 
winter, this individual took a picture from the same spot on the ski mountain week after week.   



This continued beyond the first month and the end result was a pictorial display of the natural 
world - ma’aseh beresheit - evolving, moving through the season...Shabbat after Shabbat after 
Shabbat. 
  
In addition to life-cycle moments, and creating innovative ways to engage Jews, Adventure 
Rabbi is working now on expanding the Religious School classroom:  Moving towards a blend of 
outdoor Jewish education with celebrations of Judaism.  From our Pesach in Moab to teen 
engagement programming for the Sacramento Region Jewish Federation, our programs strive 
for excellence in claiming that wherever Jews are is our classroom.  From the trail to a coffee 
shop on a mind adventure, both (and everything in between) provide space for a Jewish 
experience.  Over the next years, we will take our experiences, from life-cycle moments to 
Passover retreats in Moab, from Shabbat on the slopes to Adventure Rabbi training programs 
and use the lessons to cultivate a learning community.  This community will engage Jewish 
learners from our young pre-readers to their parents and grandparents.  The primary goal being 
to cultivate young Jews with whom we want to share the Earth.  This means an awareness of 
the natural world and the ways Judaism can enhance our quality of life.  From new and unique 
Shabbat observances, to exploring our freedom in the desert of Moab for Pesach all of our 
programs offer access to our Jewish tradition.  They instill a strong sense of community and 
compassion for both the world around us and each other.  The Adventure Class, a B’nai Mitzvah 
program run in Boulder, teaches our young people not only the leadership of prayer, but the 
personal responsibility we want all our young people to gain.  It is gained through learning to 
change a tire while discussing different views of God.  These are the ways we engage our fellow 
Jews and through building experiences for a growing group of interested adventurers our 
learning community will become reality.     
 
 

 
Rabbi Evon J. Yakar serves the community of Temple Bat Yam in South Lake Tahoe and works 
with the Adventure Rabbi: Synagogue Without Walls community. He served as the assistant, 
then associate, Rabbi and Director of Education of Temple Chai in Phoenix, Arizona. From 
teaching in midrasha programs to designing Jewish outdoor adventure opportunities, Rabbi 
Yakar has a passion for working with Jewish youth and their families.  He is passionate about 
building and fostering healthy relationships across generational gaps and among faith 
communities.  He holds a Bachelor of Science in Hebrew and Biological Aspects of Conservation 
from the University of Wisconsin at Madison. He was ordained at Hebrew Union College, Jewish 
Institute of Religion in Cincinnati, where he also earned a Masters of Arts in Hebrew Letters and 
a Masters in Educational Administration in a joint program between HUC and Xavier University.  
Rabbievon@adventurerabbi.org 
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A NEW MODEL FOR JEWISH TEACHER TRAINING: BRIDGING THE WORLDS OF 
JEWISH AND PUBLIC EDUCATION 
 
by Rebecca Shargel and Hana Bor 
 
 
 
Baltimore Hebrew University (BHU), a renowned teachers college and school of Judaic studies 
celebrated its 90th birthday in 2009. The same year marked a dramatic transition, a merger with 
Towson University, the second largest university in the state of Maryland. On our new campus 
we continue our mission to prepare students for Masters degrees in Jewish studies, Jewish 
Communal Service, and Jewish Education. 
 
As professors of Jewish education, we knew that we had an enormous opportunity at Towson, 
the largest teachers college in Maryland, which has a faculty of over 100 professors. Not only 
would we enjoy the multiple resources of a large state university while preparing students for 
careers in the Jewish world, we knew that we could also find ways to create bridges between 
our students and those students preparing to work in public schools. These bridges would 
broaden the context of our students’ learning and give them an appreciation of how Jewish and 
general education could mutually benefit each other. 
 
In our new home, we knew that some of our courses would remain relevant only to Masters of 
Jewish Education students, such as those relating to the pedagogy of teaching Bible or Jewish 
holidays.  Yet we also seized a golden opportunity. We could reinvigorate our existing model by 
broadening the scope of some classes to appeal to both Jewish educators and public educators. 
We asked ourselves this question: Which courses would appeal to both Masters of Jewish 
education students and public education students? Which content areas could produce the most 
fruitful dialogue between the two populations?  
 
We realized that there were at least three areas of mutual interest: ethics, the Holocaust, and 
Israel. Given these common interests, we could introduce a new model of Jewish education 
courses that included the nexus of Jewish and secular educational approaches. While other 
universities could provide occasional intercultural dialogue by hosting occasional programs to 
bridge two different schools, at Towson we could facilitate these dialogues consistently within 
the walls of our College of Education. 
 
With this in mind, Hana developed a course on the pedagogy of the Holocaust, which includes 
tools for teachers from a variety of ethnic and religious backgrounds and equally meets the 
needs of both Jewish and public school educators. This course emphasizes the importance and 
personal relevance of the Holocaust in terms of culture, civic organization, and personal 
behavior. It calls upon the students to explore resources available to teachers and 
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administrators to develop curricula and lesson plans, while addressing the challenges in both 
studying and teaching the Holocaust. The course engages both public school and Jewish 
teachers with hands-on experiences, such as meeting survivors; guest speakers; a trip to the 
Holocaust museum in Washington, DC; and online dialogues. It also enables teachers to 
customize their teaching methods to translate statistics into personal stories, analyze history 
through a cross-curricular approach, and explore concepts of Holocaust studies, including anti-
Semitism, racism, and discrimination that confront multiple populations. 
 
In addition, Rebecca developed a course on ethics in education, Moral Questions in the 
Classroom (named after Katherine Simon’s book).1 This course appealed to both students of 
Jewish and general education, who understood how competing approaches, inculcating 
children with traditional values or fostering moral decision-making, could work within either 
setting. Moreover, students enjoyed debating the veracity of competing theories of moral 
development, i.e., Kohlberg vs. Gilligan and considering how gender plays a factor in children’s 
interactions. To apply theories to practice, students presented mini-lessons to each other to 
receive critical feedback. Last semester bore a particularly fruitful dialogue as students taught 
each other stories, some of which represented their respective faith traditions. A Reform 
student engaged her classmates in a debate over how the laws of property damages in the 
Bible relate to today’s situations; an Orthodox student told a Hasidic story; and a Lutheran 
student story shared a story of the Good Samaritan from the New Testament. Students enjoyed 
hearing the richness of each other’s traditions and comparing the didactic values of each story. 
They appreciated the wide range of beliefs undergirding these stories and understood where 
their ideologies converged and diverged. 
 
Another opportunity, in the realm of Israel studies, is a new study abroad program that will 
combine students in both the Jewish and general education programs in an Israel program, with 
seminars following the trip. While that group of students is abroad, we continue to facilitate 
our multiple communities to “study at home” in developing their joint knowledge and skills in 
working in a diverse community with a variety of cultural, geographical, and educational 
backgrounds. This merger is certainly a brand new development in Jewish higher education. We 
look forward to future courses, initiatives, and opportunities to bridge the worlds of general 
and Jewish education--- all on one campus.  
 
As a result of designing new courses and study abroad that appeal to both populations, we 
realize that our students reap great benefits. Not only do they gain from intensive core courses 
in Judaic studies and special courses in Jewish education, but their horizons also are expanded. 
Our students merge worlds of Jewish studies and education within the broader context of 
public education.  
 
Beyond our courses, students have the opportunity to take courses in other areas, including 
special education, early childhood, elementary  or secondary education, leadership, educational 
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technology, and literacy. Our programs take their place in both the College of Education and -- 
as part of the Instructional Leadership and Professional Development Department -- in the 
College of Liberal Arts. By spanning multiple departments, our students develop a matrix of 
relationships. They benefit from the strong ties between the Jewish community and the 
university, with programming and financial assistance through the Baltimore Hebrew Institute 
as well as internships in the Baltimore/Washington areas. 
 

Endnotes:  
Simon, Katherine. Moral questions in the classroom. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001.  
 
 
Rebecca Shargel and Hana Bor are professors of general and Jewish education at Towson 
University and affiliates of the Baltimore Hebrew Institute. For further information about the 
program, please contact Dr. Bor, program director of the Masters in Jewish Education and the 
Masters of Jewish Communal Service programs, at hbor@towson.edu or go to  
www.towson.edu/bhi. 
RShargel@towson.edu 

HBor@towson.edu 
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SHARING OUR EARTH 
 
by Evon J. Yakar  
 
 
Hiking up one of the Flatiron Mountains in Boulder, Colorado, put most of us out of breath.  Yet 
the journey provided a great experience ... it was a modern day ascension of that sacred 
mountain from our Jewish collective memory.  That is where I celebrated Shavuot 5765 in 
Boulder, Colorado.  Together with other rabbinical students from the three stateside campuses 
of HUC-JIR, we studied, we learned, we hiked, and we explored new possibilities with Rabbi 
Jamie Korngold of Adventure Rabbi:  Synagogue w/o Walls.  The experience left me with many 
great colleagues and new ideas.  Eager to explore what was possible with this new and unique 
community Rabbi Korngold was creating, I was determined to follow her success.   
  
Almost seven years later, I was invited to work with Adventure Rabbi and build upon the great 
success of our B’nai Mitzvah program, the Adventure Class, and propose new ideas for Jewish 
educational models that jive with the Adventure Rabbi:  Synagogue w/o Walls community.  This 
summer begins the journey and we are proud of what has been accomplished and the 
opportunities ahead.   
  
Part of “trying a new model” of Jewish education is the willingness.  Overseeing a “traditional” 
complementary Religious School with more than four hundred students, gave me a great 
foundation to look from the bird’s eye view and see the ground too.  I learned quickly, that for 
me, the classroom needed to be expanded.  The goals must include:  Cultivating young Jews 
with whom we want to share the Earth.  And, the most important lesson that I am carrying into 
my work with Adventure Rabbi is that life-cycle moments remain at the top of the list of high 
impact, high value Jewish experiences for our communities.  This recognition steers my work in 
trying a different model, a new model. 
  
Currently, our Distance Learning reaches B’nai Mitzvah students (traditional thirteen year olds 
as well as adults) and facilitates ten months of Jewish exploration, action, learning and 
experience.  This culminates in a Shabbat or weekday service offering the student the 
opportunity to celebrate becoming Bar or Bat Mitzvah and share the journey.    Borrowing 
heavily from successful and well-established B’nai Mitzvah Programs, we expect prayer fluency, 
reading Torah, teaching Torah and a service project.  However, one innovative approach to give 
access to our Jewish tradition is the Shabbat project.  For one month blocks, students are 
expected to make Shabbat holy, or special, by refraining from an activity or engaging in a 
unique activity each Shabbat for that month.  The end result is a heightened awareness, 
appreciation and love of Shabbat - Vayinafash - renewal.  One of my favorites, was a student 
who participated on a ski team during the year each Saturday.  So, one month during the 
winter, this individual took a picture from the same spot on the ski mountain week after week.   



This continued beyond the first month and the end result was a pictorial display of the natural 
world - ma’aseh beresheit - evolving, moving through the season...Shabbat after Shabbat after 
Shabbat. 
  
In addition to life-cycle moments, and creating innovative ways to engage Jews, Adventure 
Rabbi is working now on expanding the Religious School classroom:  Moving towards a blend of 
outdoor Jewish education with celebrations of Judaism.  From our Pesach in Moab to teen 
engagement programming for the Sacramento Region Jewish Federation, our programs strive 
for excellence in claiming that wherever Jews are is our classroom.  From the trail to a coffee 
shop on a mind adventure, both (and everything in between) provide space for a Jewish 
experience.  Over the next years, we will take our experiences, from life-cycle moments to 
Passover retreats in Moab, from Shabbat on the slopes to Adventure Rabbi training programs 
and use the lessons to cultivate a learning community.  This community will engage Jewish 
learners from our young pre-readers to their parents and grandparents.  The primary goal being 
to cultivate young Jews with whom we want to share the Earth.  This means an awareness of 
the natural world and the ways Judaism can enhance our quality of life.  From new and unique 
Shabbat observances, to exploring our freedom in the desert of Moab for Pesach all of our 
programs offer access to our Jewish tradition.  They instill a strong sense of community and 
compassion for both the world around us and each other.  The Adventure Class, a B’nai Mitzvah 
program run in Boulder, teaches our young people not only the leadership of prayer, but the 
personal responsibility we want all our young people to gain.  It is gained through learning to 
change a tire while discussing different views of God.  These are the ways we engage our fellow 
Jews and through building experiences for a growing group of interested adventurers our 
learning community will become reality.     
 
 

 
Rabbi Evon J. Yakar serves the community of Temple Bat Yam in South Lake Tahoe and works 
with the Adventure Rabbi: Synagogue Without Walls community. He served as the assistant, 
then associate, Rabbi and Director of Education of Temple Chai in Phoenix, Arizona. From 
teaching in midrasha programs to designing Jewish outdoor adventure opportunities, Rabbi 
Yakar has a passion for working with Jewish youth and their families.  He is passionate about 
building and fostering healthy relationships across generational gaps and among faith 
communities.  He holds a Bachelor of Science in Hebrew and Biological Aspects of Conservation 
from the University of Wisconsin at Madison. He was ordained at Hebrew Union College, Jewish 
Institute of Religion in Cincinnati, where he also earned a Masters of Arts in Hebrew Letters and 
a Masters in Educational Administration in a joint program between HUC and Xavier University.  
Rabbievon@adventurerabbi.org 
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THOUGHTS ON NEW MODELS FOR JEWISH EDUCATION 
 
by Noah Aronson 
 
 If a teacher or parent tells a child that they HAVE to do something or NEED to feel something a 
certain way, what’s the first thing that child does?  --- So, obviously telling a child that he or she  
needs to feel a certain way about Judaism will inevitably have the same effect.  This problem 
only gets compounded in a religious school setting because nine-out-of-ten children we’re 
teaching are being forced to be there by their parents to be.   
 
I must admit that I certainly wasn’t the child at the front of the classroom begging my teachers 
to teach me how to chant the v’ahavta! It took me many years of pushing Judaism away for me 
to eventually find my way back, slowly.  It wasn’t until I started creating my own personal 
relationship with God and then with Judaism that I truly began to love and appreciate all the 
beauty that Judaism has to offer.  And, just to be clear, there are still many aspects of Judaism 
that I haven’t fully gotten behind yet and it may take me many more years to feel comfortable 
with them (i.e., I still have issues with the idea of “chosen-ness,” but that’s a conversation for 
another time!). 
 
So, presented with this understanding that children will run away from the exact things that we 
encourage them to do, we need to find ways to empower them to create their own personal 
relationship with the texts and values that we, as educators, have been entrusted to teach 
them. 
 
For me, my pathway back to Judaism came from a redefinition of God.  Once I stopped seeing 
God as a, for lack of a better analogy, “parental figure” (which never really worked for me 
anyway), I began to explore the idea of God as a spiritual energy:  an all-pervasive creative force 
that creates and sustains all living things.  For me, this definition felt right and then allowed me 
to reexamine through a new lens the prayers that I had been mindlessly reciting all my life. I 
began to pick and choose the prayers that fit for me, and would, at first, ignore the texts that 
didn’t fit into my new-found definition of God. Surprisingly, little by little, texts that had in the 
past frustrated me began to be sources of comfort and wonder in my life. 
 
I mention all of this not to expound on my journey or my personal beliefs, but to illustrate how 
each of us finds our own path that suit our individual sentiment.  This, to me, may be one of the 
most valuable lessons that we can pass on to the next generation.  Our religion encourages us 
to ask questions and praises the curious mind.  For those thirsty enough, Judaism has an 
endless spring of wisdom that we can use to enrich and enlighten our lives.   
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So, this is my new model.  When I teach, I don’t ask questions expecting answers.  I present 
material and try to teach the students to ask the questions.  Once children can learn to ask the 
right questions, then, I believe, their journey to individualized Jewish identity truly begins. 
 
 
Noah Aronson is an energetic and soulful composer/performer. While studying Jazz 
Composition at Berklee College of Music in Boston, Noah was Composer-in-Residence at Temple 
Beth Elohim in Wellesley, MA. He teaches in synagogues around the country and has performed 
with Josh Nelson, Dan Nichols and Craig Taubman. In September 2011, Noah will rejoin the 
Temple Beth Elohim for a year-long residency and has the privilege of serving as the Assistant 
Music Director for the URJ Biennial in December. 
Noah@noaharonson.com  
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JUST ASK 
 

by Emilia Diamant 
 
One of the reasons I was so inspired at NewCAJE last year was the Young Professional (YP) post-
conference. In a room with Cherie Koller-Fox, Yavilah McCoy, Joanna Ware, and others, we 
discussed the barriers that keep people from congregational life.  Being an educator at a 
Reform synagogue in Raleigh, NC, has put me square in the middle of what we were all saying 
we didn’t want — heterogeneity and stagnancy with no movement toward meeting the Jews of 
tomorrow where they are. Through the conversation that afternoon I came to the realization 
that no matter where my career path takes me, Jewish education will be a part of it. That being 
said, the Jewish education models of the past (Sunday School, learning Hebrew through 
memorization and books) do not seem as important to me as our world changes. If we, the 20- 
and 30-somethings, are shifting away from what we knew as students, it’s time for Jewish 
education to evolve alongside us. 
 
I am not suggesting we throw out what we’ve been doing, but rather we look to our 
constituents and see what might be worth changing. There are a few principles I feel our model 
of Jewish education should be based on: 
 

1. Inclusion—of all types of people, families, ability levels, education. If we are not actively 
inclusive and finding ways to celebrate difference, we are irrelevant. 

2. Tradition—there’s a reason we’ve been doing things this way for so long. Something 
about it resonates, whether it is the way we sing Aleinu or how we teach the Alef Bet. 
Many of my YP counterparts feel that tradition is stifling, but rather I suggest we find 
ways to make the traditions of our ancestors work for us. 

3. Exploration of Space—it’s time to move out of synagogues and out of JCCs. It’s time to 
find people where they are and explore Judaism there, together. Whether it’s in an art 
gallery, a yoga class, or a bookstore, it would behoove Jewish educators to find a way to 
meet people, physically, where they are.  

 
These are not revolutionary concepts. They are things that many have said before, and that 
they will continue to say.  While I know that many different groups drive change, I think that it 
is educators who have the greatest capacity to affect the most change. Without our educational 
leadership and teachers driving our people, we will not get there. By ensuring our children are 
inclusive, traditional, and able to explore their world, we can create a generation of Jews who 
will be able to push their elders outside of their comfort zone, toward something exciting and 
new. 
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The old adage rings true…if not us who? If educators don’t take a stand and say, “WE MUST 
CHANGE AND GROW,” then we never will. It is this opportunity that I found the strength to 
begin to push for at NewCAJE last year. 
 
So how do we get moving? As Jews, I believe our best work comes from grassroots movements. 
From someone reaching up, saying “This is what we want,” instead of it coming from the top, 
dictating what the agenda is. If we look to our constituents, ask them what they need as well as 
what would motivate and excite them, we’ll get the answers. Students have opinions, their 
parents know what they want, and singles can tell you what would get them involved, if you 
just ask.  
 
It’s time to start asking the questions and truly listening to the answers. 
 
 
Emilia Diamant was born and raised in the Boston area. As a product of Congregation Beth El of 
Sudbury and NFTY/URJ Camps, she has always had a strong link to Jewish education. This link 
was formalized two years ago as she began a job at Temple Beth Or in Raleigh, NC. 
emilia.diamant@gmail.com  
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COMMUNITY AND MEANING  
 
by Jill D. Eisen  
 
 
Jewish education is about community and meaning.  It should be imaginative, interactive, 
exciting, meaningful, and spiritual for both adults and students. It is through real life 
experiences and intimate interactions during learning, praying, and volunteering that adults 
and students develop strong Jewish identities and powerful ties to Judaism, congregation, 
clergy, community, and Israel.  
 
In his book, Taking Hold of Torah,1 Arnold M. Eisen, now chancellor of the Jewish Theological 
Seminary, explains that by gaining emancipation from the ghettos and participating fully in 
American society and culture, Jewish communities paid the price.  Along with our highly-valued 
modernity, enlightenment, social acceptance, and political liberties came the consequence that 
Jews could choose whether, as well as how, to be Jewish.  Like Mr. Eisen, I believe that Jewish 
Americans are returning to Judaism because it offers precisely what they have lost, thanks to 
the freedoms and choices conferred by modernity: “integral community and meaning profound 
enough to live by.”2 Therefore, it is our responsibility as Jewish educators to fashion a 
community that helps Jews live by Jewish values while they fully participate in American 
society.    
 
I believe that Jewish education is a journey and we must capture the imagination of our 
students every time we are in their midst.  It is the educator’s role to be welcoming and 
engaging.  Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel says, “What we need more than anything else is not 
more text books but text people.  It is the personality of the teacher that the pupils read; the 
text they will never forget.”  A teacher must embolden students in critical thinking in order to 
guide them into developing their own unique perspective of Judaism that will grow and alter as 
they experience life.  
 
The Talmud says “A person only learns where his (her) heart is connected.”3  Rabbi Bradley 
Artson suggested that “a cluster of ideas motivates a person’s allegiance to a synagogue.”  
Rabbi Mark Loeb z”l took this idea a step further and taught me that people continually return 
to a community because they feel valued, important, and heard.  Family educators, Ron 
Wolfson and Joel Lurie Grishaver agreed and explained that the first step in Jewish education is 
to be open and welcoming and the second is to create a safe environment where learning can 
proceed and flourish.  Rabbi Steven Schwartz and Rabbi Dana Saroken have shown me how to 
place meaning and community into every action and every word spoken. Community and 
meaning are the essence of Jewish education.    
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I also believe that Jewish experiences do not have to be housed only in a congregation.  In 
today’s busy lifestyle where both parents work fulltime jobs, homework is abundant, and 
extracurricular activities are important, Jewish education often takes a backseat.  Convenience 
and flexibility matter to families.  This is why I was part of a team that developed a form of 
chavurah that combined the flexibility of a weekday home school and a Sunday class in the 
synagogue.  It includes once a month Shabbat dinners in the families’ homes, a retreat, parent 
education with the clergy, and once-a-month Shabbat morning services.  We also developed 
“Hebrew Schools in Your Neighborhood,” which are satellite schools designed to meet the 
needs of the families.  These programs are for Jewish and interfaith families.  The teachers use 
multi-sensory, hands-on, and interactive personalized experiences that empower them to 
explore, discuss and create their own Judaic ideals.  
 
Life and the people that surround me are great teachers and motivators.  It is my desire to “pay 
it forward” by being a teacher and a source of inspiration to my faculty and school families.  
Maya Angelo said, “People will forget what you say.  People will forget what you do.  But 
people will remember how you make them feel.”4  Students, parents, faculty, and staff all 
should feel that they are a part of something greater than themselves, feel that they belong, 
and feel they make a difference.  When you create a community such as this, there is nothing 
you can not accomplish and learn.  What a great role model this Jewish community makes for 
the world. 
 
 
 
ENDNOTES: 
1. Arnold Eisen. Taking Hold of Torah: Jewish Commitment and Community in America (The 

Helen and Martin Schwartz Lectures in Jewish Studies). Indiana University Press, 2000.  
2. Ibid. 
3. Avodah Zarah 19a. 
4. As quoted in Bob Kelly. Worth Repeating: More Than 5,000 Classic and Contemporary 

Quotes.  Kregel Academic & Professional, Grand Rapids, MI, 2003.  
 
 
 
Jill Eisen's Jewish education passion came as an epiphany at Gamla, an ancient city in Israel; she 
was meant to teach families the wonders of Judaism. Since then she earned two Masters, 
started Chavurot and a satellite Hebrew School and empowered families to explore what it 
means to be Jewish. She is the Assistant Principal in a congregation religious school. 
jill@bethelbalto.com  
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THE DIRTY-HANDED ET ROLL-BACK MODEL OF JEWISH EDUCATION 
 
by Jordan Hill 
 
 
Think about the classical portrayal of aliens — the extraterrestrial sort — in American culture:  
massive heads, eyes, and finger tips held together by a spindly, almost shriveled, body.  A friend 
of mine pointed out that this is a pretty good representation of what we as modern humans 
tend to develop in ourselves:  our heads for thinking (almost non-stop!), our eyes for gazing at 
computers/books/TV/movies/phones/etc., and our fingertips for using the tools to help us 
navigate that which we spend so much of our time staring at.  I think many would agree that we 
Jews go this route as much as, if not more than, our fellow society members.  I mentioned this 
to the headmaster of the Jewish day school where I teach, and he concurred that Jewish 
educators put a disproportionate amount of our emphasis on teaching students’ heads, often 
leaving their hearts, bodies, hands, feet, imaginations, and (dare I say) spirits behind.  I do my 
fair share of “head” (a.k.a. conceptual) teaching.  It’s hard to avoid as a modern teacher, and 
anyways the point isn’t to avoid it.  Rather, my goal as a Jewish educator is to strike a balance.  
 
Thus I strive to implement the dirty-handed ET roll-back model of Jewish education.  Why dirty-
handed?  Instead of just feeding information to students, the dirty-handed approach is to give 
them opportunities to engage in the material in as many hands-on, experiential ways as 
possible — i.e., to facilitate their “getting their hands dirty” as they embark on their own direct 
explorations. And ET roll-back?  Rolling back our tendency of turning Jewish youth into “aliens” 
with huge heads and eyes!  
 
At the supplementary Hebrew High where I teach, I’m blessed to get to play around with this 
methodology in a number of contexts.  Instead of just teaching about the history and structure 
of klezmer music, I’ve led a high-school klezmer band for musicians and non-musicians alike.  In 
my class on Jewish storytelling, we do some talking about the tradition of Jewish storytelling, 
but what I find much more valuable — for my students and myself — is to facilitate the 
students becoming Jewish storytellers themselves and finding out firsthand about the tradition 
from within.  In my meditation and Jewish spiritual practices classes, there are plenty of 
interesting conversations to be had, but what of substance is there really to talk about if I’m the 
only one in the classroom who’s tried out these practices for myself?  In short, I’m not too 
interested in how much information I impart to my students.  What I care about is giving them 
an experience. 
 
This is, of course, nothing new.  Good modern teachers understand that students learn the 
most when they directly engage with information and do so through multiple modalities.  Yet 
creating lessons based on this approach can be daunting, as it requires some extra time, 
creativity, and experience that many of us feel like we don’t have.  In comparison, just getting 
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up and talking about something one already knows about seems far easier — and truth be told, 
far safer.  However, any attempt in a dirty-handed ET roll-back direction, no matter how partial 
or unrefined (and Lord knows how unrefined many of my attempts are!), is often quickly 
rewarded by both the impact it has on the students and what this then means for the teacher.  
As a simple example of the latter, a more engaging approach will get more students 
enthusiastic about the material, and this, in turn, frees the teacher from expending energy in 
classroom management or in constantly trying to rouse some interest in somnolent students.  
 
The benefits for teachers and students go on and on.  This little dirty-handed exploration is of 
course just scratching the surface of what such an approach can mean for everyone involved in 
Jewish education.  Indeed, the only ones I can think of who really lose out are those waiting to 
meet a Jewish alien. 
 
 
 
Jordan Hill is a storyteller and dramatic educator for whom high-energy storytelling is 
inextricably bound to his extensive teaching in just about all types of Jewish educational venues. 
He now teaches at Tucson’s Jewish Day School and Hebrew High, yet slips into a metaphorical 
phone booth to fly around the country to weave wonders, turn tales, and teach storytelling. 
jordanhillstoryteller@gmail.com  
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NEW JEWISH EDUCATIONAL MODELS:  
ENGAGING STAKEHOLDERS – TRAVELLING UP THE GET-IT SCALE 
 
by Lori Riegel 
 
 
An education director of a large supplementary school, with enrollment numbers that have 
been increasing consistently each year, sits down for an annual budget presentation with the 
congregation’s finance committee.  The meeting, which last three hours, involves picking apart 
pieces of the school’s program, from the textbook costs to the reason why payroll costs went 
up slightly after the state raised the minimum wage by ten cents per hour.  The education 
director went into the meeting feeling optimistic and prepared, with a narrative prepared with 
research on trends in Jewish education and plans to include Jewish educator conferences in the 
upcoming budget.  The director left the meeting feeling frustrated and unheard. 
 
The scene is probably familiar to many education directors at supplementary schools across the 
country.  The annual budgeting process seems to conflict directly with the mission of the 
school.  Educators fight for every penny of their budgets, while the finance committee attempts 
to keep the organizational fiscally stable, let alone keep the doors open.  The challenge is 
deeper than matching figures to forecasts on a spreadsheet.  The supplementary school, as part 
of a congregation, has many stakeholders.  Rarely do the stakeholders come together on their 
visions, with each shaving different ideas about the purpose of the religious school. 
 
The obvious stakeholders for the religious school are the parents, staff, students, and 
professional leadership of the congregation.  The not-so-obvious stakeholders include the 
board, the finance committee, and donors.  Unfortunately, the stakeholders who make financial 
decisions don’t always have direct involvement or knowledge of the religious school.  In light of 
the present economic challenges facing many congregations, religious schools can no longer 
operate in a semi-independent realm, assuming that budgets and proposals will be approved.  
In order to ensure full support for the program, educators must work to bring all stakeholders 
to the table and involve them in the benefits of the school, whether they have children or 
grandchildren enrolled in the school or not. 
 
Religious schools generally operate at a deficit, with faculty compensation the largest expense.  
The primary source of revenue is often tuition, though the tuition collected almost always falls 
far short of the actual cost of educating each student.  Engaging parents as stakeholders should 
involve educating them as to the actual cost of a Jewish education.  Parents who are in a 
position to make a larger financial contribution would have the option of paying the “full cost” 
of their children’s education, instead of a set amount that does not actually cover the costs.  
Stephane Acel, in his article, “Finance and Day School Vision: Communicating with Stakeholders 
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to Ensure that Everyone Stands Behind a School’s Financial Needs,”1 recommends sending a 
tuition letter that outlines the “real costs of educating a child,” as well as highlighting the 
excellence of the education provided and the school’s commitment to providing easily 
accessible financial aid when needed. 
 
The relationship with stakeholders stretches beyond the financial implications.  When 
stakeholders see the role of the religious school as a vital and integral part of the congregation, 
picking apart the programs to save a few hundred dollars seems less likely.  The religious school 
is often the entry point for new families who become members of the congregation.  Jewish 
parents shop around for congregations for a variety of reasons, with the religious school 
program being one of the primary selling points.  Instead of looking at the deficit in the school’s 
budget, the program must be viewed through the lens of increasing the synagogue’s 
membership and longevity.  Families who have a good experience in the religious school tend 
to stick around.  Opportunities that go beyond the B’nai Mitzvah year, such as a madrichim 
program, keep teens, and therefore parents, involved and even financially committed to the 
congregation. 
 
The challenge, therefore, is not necessarily winning a battle with the finance committee, but, 
rather, getting all stakeholders on the same page as far as the importance of the religious 
school to the congregation.  Jewish educators must work to make their offerings stellar and of 
the highest quality possible.  A second-rate or flimsy program does not retain students or even 
quality faculty. The disconnect that often takes place between stakeholders and the school is an 
issue that can no longer be ignored.  Getting stakeholders involved in the day-to-day operations 
of the religious school will help them see the relevance and importance of the program.  
Stakeholders can be surveyed on their interests and backgrounds, and then asked to help out 
with programs, such as coming in to take photos at an event or volunteering at a check-in table.   
 
The religious school is a win-win for both the stakeholders and the congregation.  It is an 
essential tool for recruiting new members and creating a life-long community of committed 
Jews.  Involving the stakeholders, instead of battling with them over budgets, can only make 
the religious school stronger. 
 
 
ENDNOTES: 
1. Acel, Stephane Acel. “Finance and Day School Vision: Communicating with Stakeholders to 

Ensure that Everyone Stands Behind a School’s Financial Needs” in Jewish Education News, 
Spring 2006. 
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Educator of the Year Award, the Gerald and Marion Gendell Award for Excellence in Jewish 
Education and the Grinspoon-Steinhardt Award for Excellence in Jewish Education. 
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ADAPTING TO THE CULTURE OF THE COMMUNITY 
 
by Liz Singer 
 
Last fall, something extremely unexpected happened.  I was approached to lead a small 
religious school.  As a new Director with a social work background, I was advised to sit back and 
learn the culture.  Often times, this was difficult, and often I was criticized for taking this “hands 
off” approach.  I assumed my post after school already was in session.  During the search prior 
to my being hired, the school was kept afloat by lay leaders.  There had been no evidence of a 
clear and consistent education model being utilized.  The curriculum had been used as a 
resource by the educators, if used at all. 
 
Programs existed without an underlying structure of what the vision of the future of the 
religious school looked like.  Not having a formal background in education, I initially did not 
know how to begin creating a vision.  I learned in a local young professional development 
leadership program that, when in doubt, look at what is working and build a support structure 
to complement it.  This was the perfect approach for this community, who had a vocal 
contingent that had a hard and fast preference for what had been done and how it had been 
done.  After all, my predecessor had been in the position for twenty years.  The families in the 
religious school were hungry for change. 
 
I decided to focus on three programs that seemed to be receiving a positive response from the 
religious school families, seemed to be working, and could be built on.  Establishing these 
programs would avoid recreating the wheel and help to create cornerstones for our religious 
school.  Doing so also would aid me in honing in on what the congregation values.  The three 
programs that were identified were the tefillah service on Sunday mornings, the elective 
Hebrew class, and a quarterly program that included the parents as partners in learning with 
the students.  What did these already operating programs have in common?  What insight did it 
give me into the psyche of this congregation?  What I saw immediately is that everyone, 
parents included, had a thirst for knowledge.   
 
In the Sunday morning tefillah service, families attended together.  It was amazing to me that in 
a lot of these families, where Judaism was not really practiced outside of the Temple’s walls, 
were not merely dropping off their kids, but everyone in the family – from parents to infants -- 
was attending services.  Families loved being involved in learning and worshipping together.  
The students witnessing their parents’ involvement has been crucial in the prayer service and 
the partners program, because “doing Jewish” is not evident anywhere else in the lives of these 
families.  The students loved to be able to be teacher to their parents. 
 
The Hebrew class offered a slightly different insight.  Students seem to prefer the non-
traditional atmosphere of class.  They learned at their own pace with assistance from teachers.  
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The ratio of teachers to students was high, so a lot of individual attention was received.  Parent 
told us that their children found the Hebrew class fun.  The student experience also has given 
them a more personal relationship with the Hebrew teachers.  In the coming year, we plan to 
further embrace what the students love and utilize technology more often, with remote 
learning on YouTube.   
 
This approach of backwards-planning has been very useful in identifying outcomes that now 
will be retrofitted into an outcomes-based model.  The outcomes are used to identify what the 
needs of the religious school are now.  These will be constantly assessed, based on where the 
families’ priorities seem to be gravitating.  Educators need to be creative and flexible in 
recognizing and addressing the culture of the community that we serve.  As a new director of a 
religious school that is part of an environment that has not experienced consistent change, one 
needs to be sensitive when introducing new ideas.  Working with old models utilizing what is 
already effective would be received by the congregation as less threatening and invasive.  
Ideally, the culture will recognize the need to reevaluate the goals and the models used.  The 
models need to be determined in relation to what the needs are.  Therefore, the same model 
won’t be as affective in the same environment 5 years later 
 
The trend in Jewish education of recognizing the need for change is very positive.  But this need 
for changes must encompass more than just the education.  Educators also must recognize the 
need for themselves to evolve.  Professionals constantly need to look for ways that they need 
to change in order to help maintain and promote a positive learning environment.  No matter 
how long somebody has been in this field, he or she needs to constantly search for new 
professional development opportunities, and to foster the importance of professional 
development in their staff.  Condoleeza Rice said, "Life is full of small victories along the way. If 
you ever start feeling, 'I've achieved everything I'm going to achieve. I've mastered this. I've 
mastered my life,' I think you cease to live. You stop caring. You stop striving.”1  
 
Educators must continue to strive and change, just as we expect our schools to strive and 
change.  To build the standard that we want in Jewish education, educators must never be 
complacent. 
 
ENDNOTES: 

1. Oprah Presents Master Class with Condoleezza Rice. 

 
Liz Singer is the Religious School Director at Temple Emanuel in St. Louis. Liz utilized her 
community-organizing education in this past year when her school exploded, growing by 60%. 
Though there is no promise of similar results, she will offer a unique perspective from a new 
administrator that was faced with some extraordinary circumstances. 
Liz@testl.org 
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NEW MEDIA DEVELOPMENT AND VIRTUAL CONTENT COMMUNITIES 
IN 21ST CENTURY JEWISH EDUCATION   
 
by Efraim Feinstein 
 
I enter this field as a technologist, not as a traditional “educator.” I am the volunteer lead 
developer of  the Open Siddur Project, where we are building a web-based platform that will 
include a database of Jewish liturgical texts and related materials (such as commentaries), in 
addition to an application for choosing texts and compiling them into a customized, printable 
siddur. While the Open Siddur and similar resources have an obvious function as an online 
reference volume, its most important feature will be to allow its users to share their customized 
texts so that they may be found, reviewed, and built upon by other users. The aspects of 
sharing, peer review, and iterative development open up a new model of teaching and learning 
that is not limited by geographic boundaries or by a single institution's limited resources. This 
essay intends to discuss briefly what role projects such as mine have in the larger Jewish 
educational ecosystem.  
 
The Internet has long offered many resources that provide materials suitable for use in Jewish 
learning. However, the promise of currently emerging technologies is in the expansion of the 
Internet from a read-only resource (“Web 1.0”) to a read-write, participatory resource (“Web 
2.0”): a multi-directional communications medium that has the potential to facilitate 
simultaneous interaction between teacher and student, and each student with other students.  
It also enables connection and communication between disparate real-world communities.  
 
Online content development serves a number of educational purposes. Firstly, it is a form of 
experiential education that requires students to engage creatively with the material they are 
learning. Secondly, its successful completion requires engagement on a deep enough level that 
it is communicable by others. Thirdly, it is by nature a social activity that may be designed to 
involve a form of peer critique by other students.  
 
There are two ways content development can be entered: locally or globally. In the former, 
content development is performed either entirely in the classroom or on the school's local 
Intranet. An early example of that kind of project is PrayerLive, where students working in 
teams studied the siddur text, developed sections of the siddur annotated with pictures, and 
described why the particular prayer evoked the particular choice of art. The result was 
presented to the entire class.1  
 
One intriguing example is presented on the jlearn2.0 blog by Sue Loubser, Director of 
Technology at Greenfield Hebrew Academy in Atlanta, Georgia, in which a fourth grade class 
developed a working smartphone app.2 The process of development was quite instructive and 
indicative of how participatory development projects can develop organically. Briefly, the class 
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was learning about berachot and found that there was no free app for listing them. The class 
did the research and gathered the content, and the coding was done by the school's IT 
department. The app was then made available for download.  
 
A second way to introduce students to new media development is by joining an existing 
content community. The largest existing community is Wikipedia, which relies on its community 
to perform research, edit its content, and assure its correctness. A recent Washington Post 
article discussed projects in which undergraduates added to Wikipedia as part of their course 
work.3 Many Wikipedia articles on Jewish themes are incomplete, and high-school level classes 
could participate in improving them. When joining such a community, one must be careful to 
learn and follow the community's rules and standards. By editing Wikipedia, one agrees to 
allow his/her writing to be “edited, used, and redistributed at will.” The potential for reward is 
greater in a project performed in a global community: a Wikipedia article will likely be the first 
point of reference about a subject. One must be aware, however, that there is also some 
potential for conflict with other members of the external community.  
 
Aside from Wikipedia, other projects also crowd-source content development, including 
Hebrew-language Wikisource (http://he.wikisource.org/), which is digitizing many Jewish books 
of religious and historical import. A large number of these books are partially digitized and 
incomplete. Eventually, my project, the Open Siddur, will be operating in this sphere as well.  
 
Perhaps the most interesting development projects fulfill the students' perceived need, like the 
berachot app mentioned above. Building simple web-based applications has become much 
easier with the advent of easy to use website design frameworks and content management 
systems. Google has released App Inventor (http://appinventor.googlelabs.com), which allows 
users to build Android apps by putting together graphical building blocks. As more such 
frameworks are released on additional platforms, technical limits are increasingly less likely to 
present a barrier to content development.  
 
More advanced students may choose to participate in actively developed open source software 
projects. The path to becoming involved in this type of project varies, but it usually includes 
reading the introductory documentation, downloading the code, joining the project's mailing 
list, and posting about your interest. In some cases, project developers may be willing to act as 
mentors for students who are interested in contributing to the project. Contact information is 
usually provided on the project's website. Not every contribution to an open source project has 
to be code. Many are also looking for testing, written materials, documentation, and artwork.  
 
While local content development projects have the advantage that the virtual classroom is fully 
under the control of the teacher, participants lose the chance to interact in real time during 
development with the wider world and to have wider impact. Most students are already 
consumers of the content produced by virtual communities. Helping to develop and improve 
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that content has value in learning the material itself, how to present it, and in interacting with 
other organically-developed communities that have interest in the same content. While this 
essay is by no means complete, I hope it will evoke thought about making development in 
virtual content communities part of 21st century Jewish education.  
 
 
ENDNOTES: 
1. Preiss, D.  Meaning-making in prayer: A model for the use of collaborative constructivist 

technology for spiritual engagement (Ed.D thesis, 2009). Retrieved on June 12, 2010 from 
http://www.lookstein.org/retrieve.php?ID=-2403008. 

2. Loubser, S. Authentic Learning: A Beracha App for the Android System, 2011. jlearn 2.0. 
Retrieved on May 30, 2011 from www.etheoreal.com/jlearn2.0/2011/03/30/authentic-
learning-a-beracha-app-for-the-android-system/.  

3. Johnson, J. Wikipedia goes to class. Washington Post Online, 2011. Retrieved on May 30, 
2011 from http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/wikipedia-goes-to-
class/2011/05/03/AGNF4NEH_story.html.  
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http://www.lookstein.org/retrieve.php?ID=-2403008
http://opensiddur.org/
mailto:efraim.feinstein@gmail.com


The Jewish Educator        Fall 2011/5772 
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 online journal, The Jewish Educator.  Other articles on this topic may be found on the NewCAJE 
website, www.newcaje.org. 
 

 

A CALL FOR JEWISH EDUCATION THROUGH GAMING AND GAME DESIGN 
 
by Owen Gottlieb 
 
  
What will “Jewish” look like as today’s new media evolves into tomorrow’s new media? 
Learners are increasingly Gamers, Designers, and Builders (Tinkerers). New media landscapes 
allow learners to develop and hone their affinities, teach themselves, and mentor their virtual 
peers. They collaborate in problem-solving online and offline, and their design skills are 
increasingly important. How does the formation of identity morph as game spaces allow us, 
through role-play, to try on a variety of new possible selves? What do Jewish educators and 
leaders need to know as print shifts to digital, the role of teachers increasingly becomes that of 
guide, and games become a new language of learning? 
 
In the secular world, Games for Learning are receiving a great deal of attention. This inter-
disciplinary set of pursuits combines the learning sciences, media studies, design, performance 
studies, linguistics, and other fields. In particular, Games for STEM Learning (STEM refers to 
Science, Technology Engineering, and Math) have received attention from the White House and 
funding from MacArthur Foundation, AMD, Microsoft, and others. But Games for Learning 
reach beyond STEM (now, some add an “A” to STEM to make STEAM – adding “Art” to the mix). 
Games for Learning are being built to teach civics (Sandra Day OConnor’s iCivics.org), 
environmental awareness, and social entrepreneurship (GlobalKids.org and its student 
designers).  
 
The 2010 Education issue of the New York Times Magazine featured the cover story “Video 
Games Win a Beachhead in the Classroom,” which discussed the New York City public school 
Quest to Learn, dedicated to Game-based curriculum, and New York University’s Games For 
Learning Institute. Idit Harel Caperton’s organization, Globaloria, has spread digital game design 
classes through public schools in Texas and West Virginia, teaching computer programming to 
students. Games for Learning and “Serious” Games are expanding in secular educational 
settings, as they demonstrate the power to engage and teach.   
 
Games have long been used by the Christian world to educate and entertain their youth.  Why 
are we so far behind? 
 
It is a crucial time for Jewish philanthropy to turn to Games for Learning and teaching Game 
Design for Learning.  Ninety-seven percent of today’s youth are digital gamers, and with the 
proliferation of the iPhone, Android, iPad, and other tablets, games are becoming ubiquitous 
among adults as well – on subways of NYC and on tabletops as gamers enjoy more complex 
board and card games at home and at parties. To date, no Game for Jewish Learning (based on 
Learning Science principles) is available for the iPhone or iPad. There are those of us who have 
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the skills to make these games a reality and want to make them happen – to bring knowledge 
of the learning sciences to bear on the next generation of Jewish education, but to tailor such 
games to Jewish subjects and audiences, we need support from the Jewish philanthropic 
community. 
 
In my presentation at the Jewish Outreach Institute’s Judaism2030 Conference, I presented the 
emerging disciplines of Serious Games and Games for Learning. I drew connections between 
current Games for Learning endeavors and the potential they can bring to Jewish education, 
identity formation, and community in the years to come.  This is a conversation I hope to 
spread within the larger Jewish community. Let The Jewish Learning Games Begin! 
 
 
Rabbi Owen Gottlieb is a Jim Joseph Fellow and Ph.D. Candidate in Education and Jewish Studies 
at NYU, specializing in Digital Media and Learning. He is the Founder and Director at ConverJent. 
ConverJent is dedicated to the development of Jewish Games for Learning, teaching Game 
Design for Jewish Learning, and bringing together a community of Jewish game designers with 
Jewish educators and leaders. ConverJent is incubated at Clal in Manhattan, where Rabbi 
Gottlieb is a resident faculty member.  ConverJent is also the recipient of a PresenTense NYC 
Fellowship. 
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DIFFERENTIATED BNAI MITZVAH 
 
by Eitan Gutin 
 
 
At times I feel as if, instead of being in the Jewish education business, or even the God business, 
I am in the B'nai Mitzvah business. 
 
I am responsible for "lifelong learning" at the congregation where I work. If something 
educational is happening in the synagogue involving anyone from birth to death, I have a hand 
in it. Given the range of ages and venues in which I work, including weekly parasha classes, the 
Hebrew school, youth groups, and cultural arts, it is amazing how often a child's preparation for 
her Bat Mitzvah is the center of the conversation. It comes out in conversations with 7th 
graders who cannot wait for their journey to end and in the anxiety I hear from parents of four–
year-olds, nine years before the event will take place. 
 
The Bar Mitzvah as Standardized Test 
"Race to Nowhere" is an excellent documentary that has been shown around the U.S. in the 
past year.  It sets out to identify the many ways in which the current system in America's 
schools simultaneously fails to achieve its educational goals, while imposing unhealthy amounts 
of stress on the nation's children. Towards the end of the film, there is a section on what 
happens during the educational process that is centered on standardized tests: 
 
1. The test is so important that students feel stress well before the test is administered. In the 

case of national exams such as the SAT or ACT, that stress can begin years in advance for 
both parents and children. 

2. Due to the cumulative nature of each test, students often "cram" in the short time before 
the test in order to be prepared. 

3. Due to both the stress and the temporary nature of information that is learned through last 
minute cramming, the students are unlikely to have an interest in revisiting the material in 
the future. 

 
According to the documentary, one of the results of this process is that a surprisingly high 
percentage -- nearly one-third -- of students with high scores in math or in English have to take 
remedial courses in that subject upon entering the higher education system in California. 
 
I can only speak from my experiences in the Conservative Movement when I say that the Bar 
Mitzvah experience in our congregations is frighteningly similar to standardized testing in high 
schools - and ultimately produces similar results. Each synagogue has a standard set of items 
that a student must check off as he/she goes through the Bar or Bat Mitzvah process. Specified 
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number of years in formal Jewish education? Check. Mitzvah project? Check. Prepared to read 
required amount of Torah plus haftorah? Check. 
 
Many of our students stress about their Bar or Bat Mitzvah for at least a year, spend hours with 
a tutor and listening to mp3s, find themselves cramming towards the end, and for what? To do, 
at a minimum, exactly what every other child in the synagogue has done before them, and what 
every child will do after. We even use the same language for certain Bnai Mitzvah that we do in 
testing. If a student, for whatever reason, is unable to prepare the standard amount, we make 
an “accommodation” for her and her family (usually to avoid embarrassment). 
 
For some of our students, the progression described above is perfectly meaningful. They not 
only love preparing for their Bar or Bat Mitzvah, but they also can't wait to get up on the bimah 
and do more in the future. For the majority, however, this process is a conclusion. They don't 
get up on the bimah again to lead services or read Torah unless something inspires them to do 
so, or if they choose to do so as part of their own child's Bar or Bat Mitzvah. 
 
Differentiated Bnai Mitzvah 
In order to make the Bar or Bat Mitzvah experience one that is meaningful and that the student 
is interested in building upon in the future, we need to de-standardize what it means to go 
through this moment in the Jewish life cycle. These are some of the changes that I am going to 
be proposing in my own congregation in order to achieve this goal: 
 

 From one-size-fits-all to a menu of opportunities.  I know plenty of adults who know how to 
read Torah, but it not really their "thing." However, offer the same adults the opportunity to 
lead Psukei D’zimrah and they jump at the opportunity. If there is no standard way for adult 
Jews to participate in the community, there is no need for the transition to adulthood to 
have standard achievements either. Each synagogue should have a menu with different 
sections. 

                + Section A is labeled "Torah," with choices that include reading Torah, but also 
choices that involve teaching Torah, such as giving a Dvar Torah in front of the congregation, 
writing a Torah play for the first graders in the Hebrew School, teaching a session of the 
synagogue's parashat hashavua class, or even spending a month blogging about attempting to 
follow one ethical teaching of the parasha for the month leading up to the celebration. 
                + Section B is ritual. This is where the student selects which rituals she will use to 
demonstrate his/her transformation from observer of Jewish communal practices to 
participant. Each Bar or Bat Mitzvah should be able to choose for himself or herself how much 
or how little ritual he/she wants to be involved in. In addition, a student should be able to 
choose between personal and public rituals so this part of the menu can include making minyan 
and/or putting on tefillin in the Sunday minyan for the two months before and after he/she 
becomes a Bar or Bat Mitzvah. 
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                + Section C is the easiest, because we already apply a menu style approach to mitzvah 
and tzedakah projects. Even here, though, there could be a greater variety of choices. We 
should avoid restrictions that limit our students to one type of experience or another. 
 

 Create more milestones in our education programs.  One contributing factor to the Bar or 
Bat Mitzvah being viewed as a culmination is a lack of other important Jewish milestones 
both before and after the experience.  Where I work, we are restructuring our program so 
that the Bar or Bat Mitzvah moment can both stand on its own and be part of a larger 
progression. Currently, the milestone of becoming a Bar or Bat Mitzvah is in the same year 
as graduating from Hebrew School, with the next milestone not coming unless the student 
completes our education programs through the 10th grade. Over the next two years, we are 
adding milestones at the end of the 2nd and 8th grade years as well, and will be graduating 
students from our Hebrew School at the end of 6th grade, months before the first student 
reaches Jewish adulthood. We are making the Bar or Bat Mitzvah the beginning of a new 
chapter, instead of the conclusion to the previous one.   
 

 Reduce the importance of becoming a Bat Mitzvah.  With hindsight, I think it can be argued 
that when we took the Bar or Bat Mitzvah from just being called to the Torah and turned it 
into the milestone it has become, we sowed the seeds for the challenges we face today. By 
making this single moment a strict cutoff in a binary system between child and adult, 
nothing and everything, we lose out on many opportunities for our students to have 
meaningful experiences when they are ready for them. Our students should be invited to be 
a part of the community as soon as they are ready.  Eight-year-olds can create mitzvah 
projects; ten-year-olds should be reading from the Torah and leading Kabbalat Shabbat; 
twelve-year-olds can teach Torah. The more we spread out these experiences, the more 
meaningful each becomes as it is given its own moment in time. 

 
If we are to strengthen the Jewish community of the future through the vehicle of Jewish 
education, I believe that we have to make a renewal of the Bar and Bat Mitzvah experience 
part of the process. In to do so, we need to identify the weaknesses of the current system, 
rethink the role of the Bnai Mitzvah process in synagogue education, make sure that the 
experience itself is meaningful for every child who walks through our doors, and transform the 
experience from a milestone in a vacuum to just one of the many meaningful moments that we 
experience through Jewish life.  
 
 
Eitan Gutin is currently serving as the Director of Lifelong Learning for Tifereth Israel in DC and 
has been an educator in many Jewish venues. He specializes in matters of tefillah and spirituality 
and is currently studying to be a Maggid, one who uses stories to connect other Jews with God. 
Eitan@tifereth-israel.org  
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TECHNOLOGY AND JEWISH EDUCATION 
 
by Anna Salomon 
 
 
Jewish education is constantly evolving and is highly debated. Technology has provided both an 
opportunity and a challenge for Jewish education today. Education as a whole, whether Jewish 
or secular, is most successful when engaging and relevant. Technology is highly relevant to the 
students we are educating– for most of them it is also highly engaging. 
 
The ability to learn about and participate in Jewish communal life always has predicated 
affiliating with a particular physical community. That is no longer necessary. Skype allows for 
conversation and study – even prayer – in a community on the other side of the city or the 
other side of the world, from your very own home. Live feed video broadcasting can be used to 
attend services. You can even convert online – though immersion in a mikveh must still be done 
“offline.”  Jewish texts and sources are more widely available: different languages, translations, 
interpretations and commentaries – all at the click of a button. Practice Hebrew with a native 
speaker, plan a vacation, apply for a Birthright trip, watch the sunset at the Western Wall, buy 
Dead Sea salts, find new recipes, research and explore holiday and life cycle information, read 
Torah portions, give tzedakah, create and explore Facebook pages for Judaism/Jewish life, 
follow people/places on Twitter, start and/or read all kinds of blogs, and so much more. No 
longer is information and learning out of reach to those outside of a community. 
 
These opportunities and resources can allow for a very enriching and meaningful Jewish life. 
But they also necessitate a change. Not only for those who embrace them, but also for those 
who don’t. By the simple fact of being, technology changes the landscape of Jewish life – and 
therefore Jewish education. It is essential to find ways to allow technology to enhance Jewish 
education. Technology should not replace community-based learning; the beauty of Judaism is 
the love and respect for community. Technology can enhance Jewish education, though. 
 
Families are busy and students no longer rely solely on synagogues, Jewish community centers, 
youth groups, camps, and day schools for their extracurricular activities. As a result, Jewish 
education and even Jewish experiences have become very isolated and confined to specific 
days and times. Technology is one way to bridge the gap between “Jewish time” and  
“secular time.” Giving students ways to interact with their Jewish education, their peers, their 
content, their experiences, will allow them to live Judaism in a fuller, more meaningful way.  
 
My students have created comic strips about their favorite parasha using an online comic strip 
creator. They were able to demonstrate incredible knowledge and personal insight – including 
offering a beautiful dvar Torah via comic strip. They shared their comic strips through an online 
virtual classroom during the week. Experiences like this allowed them to build a stronger 
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community – they were not communicating solely within the classroom time and space. 
Technology also allows students to experience Judaism in ways that differ from their own 
traditions. The diversity within the Jewish communities around the world is amazing – and 
beautiful. Technology opens the world up for our students. And once we show them that world, 
they only have to reach for it. 
 
Embracing technology to enhance Jewish education can build stronger communities and allow 
for a more effective, meaningful, and lasting Jewish education. 
 
 
Anna Salomon has worked in formal and informal Jewish education for over 12 years. She is 
currently teaching at New Orleans Jewish Day School and is pursuing a Doctoral degree in 
Jewish Education Leadership. Anna received her MAT from Brandeis in the DeLeT program. She 
is actively involved in her school, synagogue, and local community. 
anna.salomon@gmail.com 
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THE FUTURE OF HISTORY:  
REVIVING PRIMARY SOURCES IN THE AGE OF WIKIPEDIA 
 
by Adam Soclof 
 
 
The 1995 remake of the film “The Computer Wore Tennis Shoes” stars Kirk Cameron as Dexter 
Riley, a so-so college student who is struck by lightning while browsing his computer online, 
effectively downloading the contents of the Internet to his brain.  As Dexter’s self-confidence as 
an information warehouse inflates his ego, a sagely teacher warns him that the information on 
the Internet isn’t always accurate, and shouldn’t be accepted at face value. Sure enough, while 
hustling the quiz show circuit with his new superpowers, Dexter calls up a website of 
information about ancient Greece only to discover that this information was recorded 
incorrectly online. More than 15 years later, the premise of this film offers a prescient message 
about the importance of managing the relationship between students and educators in a world 
where a wealth of information is freely available to all. 
 
Today, teachers still rely heavily on textbooks to teach material. With students increasingly 
capable of searching for information online -- not to mention increasingly dependent on 
procuring this information (e.g., turning to Wikipedia for quick answers for papers and exam-
preparation) -- it is increasingly difficult for these students to accept the authority of assigned 
secondary sources at face value.  Rather than place limitations on students’ independent 
exploration for information, educators and digital information specialists should partner to help 
students develop the critical faculties necessary in order to assess the quality of the information 
they discover outside of the classroom.  
 
Ultimately, students should feel comfortable retrieving and interpreting primary sources in 
conjunction with their classroom learning. A growing number of online Jewish archives present 
several possibilities to help educators guide their students through this process.1 
 
Released on May 3, 2011, the JTA Jewish News Archive is a free online database featuring more 
than 200,000 articles from around the globe dating back to 1923, searchable by keyword and 
date. This new resource presents teachers with an opportunity to incorporate primary sources 
from twentieth century -- one of the most momentous in Jewish history -- into their lesson 
plans.  The archive offers a wealth of reporting on significant events through a Jewish lens; its 
“Browse by Topic” section offers a good starting point for topics such as Israel, the Holocaust, 
Sports and Women’s Issues. Through this lens, teachers can ask students to research the history 
of their local Jewish community or assess the validity of historical claims (e.g., the claim that 
Americans were unaware about the events of Holocaust.) 
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The value of primary sources as a tool for intellectual development has been given significant 
attention over the last decade.23 Use of the archive promotes “inquiry based learning,” which 
encourages students to analyze historical events based on the information that was available at 
the time. For high school students, exploration of primary sources in the JTA Archive can serve 
as effective training for the reading comprehension component of standardized tests, such as 
the SAT, ACT and the document-based questions (DBQ) that are a staple of AP history exams. 
 
In addition to promoting critical thinking, primary sources also are an inspiration for creative 
project-based learning. One educational product that realized this potential early on was 
Chronicles, a publication from the 1950s and 1960s that recreated Biblical events in the form of 
a fictional newspaper. The publisher described the purpose of this project as follows: 
 

By lending new life, new color and new dimension to the men and women who 
populate the Books of the Bible, the editors of this unique, publishing venture have 
contributed immeasurably to the public's understanding, appreciation and love of the 
Bible, throughout the world.4  

 
In other words, Chronicles sought to provide a new model of engagement with Jewish history 
by bringing historical events to life through an “in the moment” retelling that incorporated key 
people and places. A key feature of this proposed “new dimension” was an “in the moment” 
retelling of a historical narrative, aided by visuals and design. More recently, Jewish educators 
and other lay leaders already have demonstrated clever application of this principle, as evinced 
by Jewish internet memes like Facebook Haggadah5 and Google Exodus.6 Imagine how 
educators, students, and online Jewish archives could mutually benefit from a project-based 
partnership that incorporates primary sources -- articles, archival footage on YouTube and 
recently-filmed interviews7 -- into a creative and historically accurate digital retelling of events 
of the modern Jewish era, such as the Holocaust or the establishment of the State of Israel. 
 
Whereas the Chronicles had to reconstruct the ancient experience in a manner that resembles 
historical fiction, the JTA Archive offers the news as it was delivered to policymakers, 
newsrooms and other leaders each day. With the benefit of both a paper of record and 
historical hindsight, teachers can present JTA articles to students and ask them to put 
themselves in the shoes of decision-makers at the time the events were unfolding. Students can 
role-play policy decisions based on the identical set of information that was available to leaders 
on any given date in history. 
 
As students grow more comfortable with their ability to seek and assess information online, 
educators and information specialists associated with these respective archives should help 
students feel capable taking the next step: becoming editors. Dr. Brenna Gray, a professor at a 
university in British Columbia, found that her first-year history students were more motivated 
to learn and fact-check when told that their work would be posted to Wikipedia: 
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“They were way more careful about citations and about information being correct,” 
she said. “The fact that Wikipedia is a public space where the information that they 
have researched is going to be read by other people … that made them take the 
assignment much more seriously.”8 

 
Given more opportunities to engage with and familiarize themselves with primary sources, 
students of Jewish history would feel more at ease representing a Jewish perspective of history 
beyond high school -- whether as Wikipedia editors or college campus activists. 
 
As more Jewish articles and multimedia are digitized and distributed online, more potential 
partnerships between archives, schools, and other Jewish educational institutions will present 
themselves. If realized, these partnerships will go a long way towards ensuring that an informed 
Jewish perspective of history will endure for generations to come. 
 
 
ENDNOTES: 
1. Examples include: the BJPA Berman Jewish Policy Archive, the Jewish Women’s Archive and 

the Spielberg Jewish Film Archive, all great educational resources in their own right. 
2. Sample of scholarly articles related to the integration of digital archives and education- 

http://j.mp/iUiXe9 

3. http://www.urimpublications.com/Merchant2/merchant.mv?Screen=PROD&Store_Code=U
P&Product_Code=ch 

4. http://www.cdelkin.com/haggadah/5770.htm 

5. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BIxToZmJwdI 
6. For example, initiatives like Toldot Yisrael and the Jewish Partisan Educational Foundation 
7. http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/05/30/can-wikipedia-improve-students-work/#more-

67693 
 
 
Adam Soclof is the Editorial Assistant and Marketing Associate for JTA who blogs for the JTA 
Archive.  A University of Michigan alum, Adam was a two-year Schusterman Insight Fellow in 
New York and a PresenTense Fellow. He has taught at the Nesiya Institute, Camp Stone and the 
Hebrew Day School of Ann Arbor. Adam is currently an advisor to Bible Raps. The views 
expressed in this essay belong to him, and do not necessarily reflect those of his employer. 
asoclof@jta.org 
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A NON-JUDGMENTAL SPACE FOR TEACHERS TO GROW  
 
by Tamara Beliak Neumeier 
 
Jewish education is now enjoying a renaissance that it has not experienced since 
Germany in the 1930s. There are many different models of education open to students, 
from chavurot to supplementary schools to yeshivot. The opportunities for men and 
women to study have opened up, with new Internet technologies that allow people to 
communicate across continents. Many schools are focusing on expanding opportunities 
for their students to learn through different modalities and focus on the Jewish text and 
technology skills that will prepare them for an ever-changing world. I believe that this is 
an exciting time to be a child in a Jewish day school, because teachers and schools are 
focused on the individual student and his needs. 
 
However, the world of Jewish education is not perfect. Sometimes in the pursuit to 
create a better learning environment for students a school forgets that teachers also 
have an ability to learn and grow. Professional development for teachers has not kept 
pace with the requirements schools have for teachers.  Most of the teachers I encounter 
are in a constant quest to continue as learners and find the best ways to reach their 
students. They do not always feel comfortable sharing that they perceive their teaching 
as less than perfect. Teachers in Jewish schools who have finished their formal 
instruction and training often turn to schools’ in-service programs to continue their 
education. As a teacher, I have heard many of my colleagues complain about these in-
service programs. The most common criticism is that the programs are in lecture format 
and teachers are treated as a monolithic group, without regard to individual needs. 
 
Sometimes, teachers are sent out of school to curriculum based programs. In Judaic 
Studies curriculum programs are rare. However, when teachers do have an in-service 
meeting that directly relates to curriculum, it is often a curriculum demonstration with a 
specific number of lessons with set lesson plans that are of a pre-determined length. 
Returning from a set curriculum in-service can be frustrating because of other school 
specific curriculum concerns or the predetermined lesson length may be inappropriate 
given the school’s schedule. The pre-developed lessons also do not allow for the 
creativity of the teacher-learner. 
 
Many of the teachers I interviewed for my dissertation thanked me for giving them an 
opportunity to think aloud about their teaching and discuss the reasoning behind their 
teaching choices. They mentioned that this was their first opportunity to think aloud 
about their choices with an impartial party. Although transforming teachers was not 
part of my dissertation goals, some of the teachers changed their lessons or some of the 
wording of their lessons after our interviews. 
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Those interviews confirmed a hypothesis: Many teachers feel isolated. Some have no 
colleagues with whom to share questions about the texts they are teaching. Other 
teachers have a person to talk to, but that person is an administrator who is also tasked 
with supervision. Teachers in Jewish schools are looking for a non-judgmental person 
with whom they can share their ideas about teaching and get feedback. This is true both 
for novice and veteran teachers.  
 
One current resource for teachers is the web. Many sites offer curriculum and lessons 
uploaded by other teachers.  Often, this can be a helpful resource, but what is missing is 
the personal touch of talking through lesson ideas. 
 
What I believe teachers need is a regular venue to meet in a non-judgmental setting, in 
person, where they can talk to other teachers who teach the same topic. For example, 
one could bring together educators who all teach the story of Samson. Some teachers 
may come to the table as Tanach teachers, others as Jewish Studies teachers with a unit 
on leadership, and yet others as teachers of Jewish history teaching the period of the 
Judges. Orthodox and Conservative community schools might each have different 
approaches, but the teachers could come together as one group. 
 
Each person would share how he or she is teaching the text of the Samson story. The 
goal of this meeting would not be to critique teacher work, but to listen to other 
teachers. A teacher might hear several different approaches to the text and could ask 
questions about the text and about approaches to it. This community of discourse 
would allow the teachers -- novice, experienced, and veteran -- to rethink the text from 
different angles and broaden their views. The teacher then could choose to rewrite her 
own curricula according to her own needs. A second time, the group could convene by 
webinar to ask further questions of each other and share what directions she has taken 
her work in the past few weeks or months. The group could vote to discuss other stories 
and maintain the community relationship, much like members of a book club or reading 
circle.  
 
The non-judgmental nature of the meeting is crucial. Teachers will be able to speak and 
reflect on their own practice. Teachers could discuss both successes and frustrations in 
their classrooms and schools.  A teacher may choose to change her own lessons based 
on the questions posed to her. For example, as part of my doctoral research, several 
teachers spoke of frustrations with the response students had to the character of King 
David. Each teacher was speaking aloud about the problem and responding to the 
questions I asked her. Several teachers self-diagnosed solutions to their own problems 
because they were able to discuss the issues in a non-judgmental environment. 
 



The Jewish Educator        Fall 2011/5772 
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 online journal, The Jewish Educator.  Other articles on this topic may be found on 
the NewCAJE website, www.newcaje.org. 
 

 

CAJE and now NewCAJE have been an excellent summer venue for non-judgmental 
meetings between teachers. However, the program does not have a specific goal of 
creating small communities of discourse for teachers who teach similar subjects. It is up 
to participants to make friends and communities and to keep in touch over the school 
year. 
 
I believe that what day school teachers need is an organized, non-judgmental 
community of discourse that meets throughout the school year and crosses 
denominational boundaries. I hope that NewCAJE, or another organization, can help 
organize communities of schools who are geographically compatible, will pick up the 
NewCAJE spirit, and bring a collaborative discourse model out of the “camp 
atmosphere” of NewCAJE and into the school buildings as professional development 
“chavurot” to be implemented during the teaching year. 
 
 
Tamara Beliak Neumeier has been teaching for ten years in high school supplemental 
and middle school day school programs. This is her third CAJE conference. She finished 
her dissertation “Teacher approaches to studying texts with sexual content in Middle 
School Tanach classrooms” at Yeshiva University’s Azrieli program. As a researcher, 
Tamara interviewed teachers about teaching stories of King David and Samson. 
t_beliak@yahoo.com  
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COMBATING EDUCATOR BURNOUT 
 
by Rachel Kasten 
 
 
I have yearned to be a Jewish educator since first breathing in the ruach at a URJ summer camp 
at age 13.  And yet, after my first year in the field, I was seriously considering giving up on my 
dream.  The work was truly meaningful, and I was honored and excited to have an impact on so 
many Jewish children and teens…but I was exhausted.  The kind of exhaustion that you feel in 
your bones; the kind that can’t just be cured by a good night’s sleep.  If you are a Jewish 
educator, you probably know the feeling all too well. 
 
One of the biggest challenges facing Jewish education today is teacher and administrator 
burnout.  Our schools have some of the most innovative educational models, vibrant curricula, 
and dedicated lay leaders. We have so many resources at our disposal, but they cannot be 
implemented without enthusiastic and energized administrators and faculty.  My perspective 
comes from working in a large congregational school as a young professional, but the following 
suggestions for combating educator burnout could apply in many different settings. 
 
During the end-of-year review with my supervisor, I expressed the fear that I would barely 
make it through another year, despite my love for the job.  There are a hundred different 
responses she could have given, but what she did made all the difference: she cared.  We often 
remind our teachers to show interest in their students’ lives outside of the classroom, and 
many classes take time each week to “check-in.” As administrators, we need to lead by example 
and show that same emotional investment in our staff.  This doesn’t mean we should blur the 
line between personal and private lives, but the more we know about our educators, the better 
we can address their needs.  This caring, whole-person approach is one of the many things that 
separate working in the Jewish world from working in the secular world, and it must be 
preserved. 
 
What is it that so overwhelms Jewish educators?  The simple answer is too much work and not 
enough time.  In my role, I oversee our madrichim program (with nearly 95 teens), family 
programs, retreats, 7th grade B’nai Mitzvah program, 8th grade Mitzvah Corps, and more.  This 
workload is comparable to that of many full-time Jewish educators, and it is easy to see how it 
can become too much to handle.  Often, our schools put too much emphasis on the number of 
programs offered in the hope that with dozens of options, each student will be able to find a 
niche.  While that is a worthwhile goal, it can put unrealistic expectations on our educators.  On 
Sunday mornings, I am often scheduled to be in two places at once – something that is unlikely 
to happen unless I can find a way to clone myself. 
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Instead of trying to fill our calendars and brochures to the brim, we should emphasize quality 
over quantity.  If a program requires a vast amount of time, but consistently fails to meet its 
objectives (especially if it is not well-attended), then schools need to be willing to cut it.  Doing 
away with certain programs can be a difficult decision, especially in the case of annual events 
that have “always” taken place.  However, schools should take a close look at their offerings 
and do a cost-benefit analysis of individual programs.  Ultimately, this will allow both time and 
money to be directed towards more vital and vibrant programming. 
 
Time is certainly the rarest and most precious resource we have as Jewish educators.  And while 
it may seem impossible, we must use some of this time for personal and professional renewal.  I 
learned that lesson the hard way my first year.  There were weeks I barely had time to go to the 
grocery store, and professional development was so far down the list of priorities that I never 
got around to it.  I am going into my third year now, and my supervisor has helped me set aside 
a day during the week and to seek out opportunities for my own Jewish learning.  It may help to 
think of this time as an investment: taking a little time now to refresh ourselves will allow us to 
bring more energy to our work later.  In particular, taking time for professional development 
will bring fresh ideas and better developed teaching skills into our schools. 
 
The issue of burnout pervades the field of Jewish education, and there are no simple solutions.  
However, by calling attention to it, we can work to retain our passionate, knowledgeable 
administrators and teachers for longer.  Showing interest in the “whole-person,” prioritizing 
tasks (and making cuts where necessary), and taking time for personal and professional renewal 
are all strategies to combat burnout.  I look forward to learning even more strategies in what I 
hope will be a long and fulfilling career as a Jewish educator. 
 
 
 
Rachel Kasten serves as the Assistant Director of Education & Youth Programs at Isaac M. Wise 
Temple in Cincinnati. She is from Raleigh, NC, where she worked as an educator in two 
congregations and as Camp Director at the JCC. Rachel holds a BA in Sociology from NC State 
and a certificate in Nonprofit Management from Duke University. 
rkasten@wisetemple.org 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:rkasten@wisetemple.org


The Jewish Educator        Fall 2011/5772 
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 online journal, The Jewish Educator.  Other articles on this topic may be found on the NewCAJE 
website, www.newcaje.org. 
 
 

THE OTHER DAY SCHOOL CRISIS 
 
by Adam Tilove 
 
 
While everyone is talking about the Middle Class affordability crisis in day schools, there is one 
essential stakeholder in the community that seems to be forgotten: The Jewish Studies 
teacher.  Jewish day school teachers have a shockingly high rate of leaving the field early in 
their careers. (Note: I am not a researcher. This conclusion is based on my observations and 
anecdotal information from many friends and colleagues in the field.)   This is a deeply troubling 
trend because Jewish day schools depend on these teachers to put the Jewish in “Jewish day 
school.”   
  
Consider the skills of a Jewish Studies teacher:  they know modern and ancient Hebrew, and 
often Aramaic; they are able to read and explain ancient texts, exciting students who may be 
indifferent or even hostile; they must have skills in classroom management, planning 
assemblies and events, and leading Tefillah (Jewish Prayer).  They must love kids, live 
passionate Jewish lives, and be dedicated to their craft.  And to be truly effective, they need 
experience. 
   
Conventional wisdom says that one becomes a ‘master teacher” after at least five years in the 
field. It is well known that most people’s first year teaching is a nightmare, the second becomes 
easier, and, by the fifth, most teachers finally begin feeling confident and in control.  Only then 
can these new teachers begin to see the fruits of their labors, building on their successes and 
strengthening their areas of weakness. 
  
So the equation is really quite simple.  Jewish days schools exist for the “Jewish.”  Jewish 
Studies teachers make that culture exist in schools.  These teachers begin being really effective 
only after five years.  The crisis is that most teachers seem to be leaving the field between year 
three and year five. 
 
Why?  Day school teachers sign one-year contracts and can be fired at any time.  They don’t 
belong to a union and they don’t receive a pension. There is no tenure.  They have an extremely 
specialized skill set, which is vitally important in Jewish day schools, but is useless in the secular 
world. If they taught English, History, Spanish, Math, Science or Physical Education, they could 
look around their city and find dozens, if not hundreds, of schools to work in.  Jewish Studies 
teachers may have two or three options.  If they want to change schools, it will probably 
necessitate uprooting their children and spouses to find work in a different city.  And teaching 
in private schools still pays a modest salary. 
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Many teachers feel powerless and hopeless about their futures. These pressures cause many 
teachers consider other more lucrative, rewarding or stable careers.  One teacher I know left to 
pursue a career in real estate.  Another is moving to a Jewish farm to pursue informal Jewish 
education.  Another had his hours cut to part-time, lost his medical insurance, and tutors in the 
evenings and weekends to make ends meet.  Others have left the classroom and moved on to 
administration both in and out of day schools.    One young couple explained that they were 
living paycheck to paycheck, knowing all the time that they won’t be able to afford to send their 
one child to day schools they work in, even with tuition assistance offered.   Despite the 
hardship of moving, they have decided to move to Israel, where they said, “Health Insurance 
and Jewish education are free.”  
  
The day school world as a whole needs to adapt quickly.  We are past the era when day schools 
were popping up everywhere.   Meanwhile, our community resources are going towards 
creating more teachers to replace burnt-out and frustrated third-year teachers.  
  
The Jewish community as a whole owes it to themselves to make sure Jewish Studies and 
Hebrew teachers can stay in the classroom for their whole career.  Here are a few ideas:  

 Federation or independent donors could create a fund to match all retirement contributions 
made by teachers and their schools.  

 After proving their performance for two years, Jewish Studies teachers could be offered 
three to five year contracts, giving them a feeling of comfort and stability for at least their 
short-term future.  

 Full tuition scholarships could be offered to the children of day school teachers.   

 Fully paid sabbaticals could be offered to Jewish Studies teachers after every seven years in 
the field, giving them the opportunity to learn new material and deepen their own 
understandings.  

 
To truly create excellence in Jewish education, Jewish communities need to fully respect, 
embrace, and support the vital role Jewish educators play in creating a vibrant Jewish future.   
 
 
Adam Tilove is a Jewish educator currently living in New York City. 
adamtilove@gmail.com  
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