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HOT TOPIC: Is text study a necessary part of Jewish service programs? 

 
 

HOW DO WE EFFECTIVELY INTEGRATE EDUCATION 
INTO JEWISH SERVICE PROGRAMS? 
by Julie Gersten 
 
 
Volunteer service has become an integral part of Jewish life. In the past decade, Jewish service-
learning programs have proliferated, offering opportunities for Jews to volunteer in their 
communities at home and around the world. Synagogues and Jewish community centers across 
the country are organizing volunteer days for members and a new generation of students is 
engaging in service projects as part of their b’nai mitzvah preparation.  
  
A growing body of research on Jewish service-learning indicates that service programs can 
provide impactful service to communities in need. They also have the potential to instill a long-
term commitment to social activism in volunteers. However, these outcomes are achievable 
only if service programs integrate a strong educational foundation. Without education, we risk 
sending volunteers to serve who are unprepared; unaware of the cultural, socioeconomic, and 
political contexts in which they work; unsuccessful; and, in the end, disillusioned by the 
experience.  
 
So then, how do we integrate learning into service programs? And how do we do it effectively 
— in a way that that fosters deep and authentic reflection, compels volunteers to examine the 
context of the poverty and injustice in which they work, prepares them to be humble and 
effective in their placements, connects the act of service to Jewish values, and catalyzes them 
to engage in sustained social justice activism far beyond their term of service?  
 
It may seem like a tall order, but with careful consideration and commitment, creating curricula 
that achieves these goals is possible. The following offers three best practices for developing 
high-impact service-learning curricula.  

 
1. Ask the hard questions 

Direct service in underprivileged communities involves negotiating incredibly difficult 
ethical questions. How do we relate to, and respect the dignity of, the people we seek to 
help? How do we navigate our power and privilege and build authentic relationships 
with the community? How do we know when the service we do is effective, versus 
simply a tool for self-fulfillment? These questions mean talking about power, privilege, 
and the potential negative impact of a volunteer’s presence and service in a community. 
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These are hard questions without easy answers. And answering them theoretically is 
only the first step toward navigating them in practice. However, an effective service-
learning curriculum pushes participants to explore these questions. It challenges them 
to move beyond benignly feeling good about their service to a more sophisticated state 
of inquiry. This higher state fosters critical humility, awareness, and responsibility in 
participants. It is where they learn to be effective volunteers and social justice 
advocates.  
 

2. Integrate Jewish text and tradition as a source of guidance when grappling with big 
questions 
A 2011 report on Jewish volunteerism concludes that most Jews between the ages of 18 
and 35 volunteer, but only a small minority connect their volunteerism to Jewish 
values.1 Integrating Jewish content into service-learning curriculum is a critical part of 
ensuring this connection is forged. Such content provides participants with a Jewish 
experience, supports them to connect Jewish practice to social justice, and, ultimately, 
empowers them to speak and work on behalf of global justice within the American 
Jewish community. But how can we integrate Judaism in a way that makes it authentic 
and relevant to program participants who often aren’t connecting their Judaism and 
social justice practices?  
 
One solution is to bring Judaism into the curriculum to support participants as they 
grapple with questions that arise in their experience. For example, on AJWS service-
learning programs, participants are given Jewish texts and asked to think of them as 
additional voices in their conversation, propelling them to explore their own questions 
more deeply. We also look to Jewish tradition to support participants’ learning and to 
make Jewish practice relevant to them. For example, participants often study texts —
both Jewish and secular — in chavruta, a dynamic Jewish learning mode in which two 
partners jointly work through a text. This model of learning supports fellows to build 
relationships with each other and provides a forum for healthy debate and intellectual 
engagement. 
 
This kind of integration of Jewish content is different than cherry-picking Jewish texts to 
support an argument or creating separate time for Jewish study on programs. It 
demonstrates to participants that Judaism can be a relevant tool and source of guidance 
for them as they attempt to answer the tricky ethical questions that frame their 
volunteer experience and their future activism.  
 

3. Ground the curriculum in the experience 
An effective service-learning curriculum meets participants where they’re at. It flows 
organically out of their experience and responds to the questions and issues they are 
grappling with over the course of their volunteer placement. When writing service-
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learning curriculum, your first task should be to go into the trenches with your 
participants — find out what they will be questioning at each stage of their placement. 
Mapping the arc of participants’ experiences will enable you to anticipate what they 
need. Ultimately, centering the curriculum on participants’ questions provides them 
with space to process their experience and deepen their perspective — helping them to 
reflect and grow as volunteers and as individuals.   

 
These best practices are based on my experience developing service-learning curricula at 
American Jewish World Service (AJWS). They are the product of an intensive and collaborative 
learning process between AJWS staff members, former volunteers, and colleagues in the field 
of service-learning. They also are incomplete. Answering the question of how to effectively 
integrate education into service programs requires continued exploration and collaboration. By 
sharing our best practices, I hope to expand our collaborative learning process to include a 
greater number of practitioners and provide support to new service-learning curriculum 
developers. Volunteer service has become a central component of Jewish life. Integrating a 
strong educational foundation into Jewish service programs is critical to ensuring that 
volunteerism is an effective act of social justice and reflection of Jewish values.  
 
This essay is based on a blog post series written for Repair the World. To join the conversation, 
visit http://repairlabs.org/category/ajws-blog-post-series/.  
 
 
 
Endnotes 
1. Chertok et al. Volunteering + Values: A Repair the World Report on Young Adults. Repair the 
World, 2011. Available at http://werepair.org/blog/volunteering-values.  
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