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HOT TOPIC: Is it possible to come into an established school and change it? 

 
 

CREATING SUCCESSFUL CHANGE 
by Dorothy C. Herman  
 
 
Making changes in an established institution is challenging, especially when you are the new 
Education Director.  I had worked at one synagogue as a madrikha (community leader or 
counselor), teacher, department head, and finally education director. When I changed positions 
to a new school in a different city, I experienced culture shock.  There was no curriculum, 
written or stated.  The teachers could teach whatever they chose.  The pay scale was not 
competitive with neighboring schools.  The school budget had not been increased and was 
inadequate for the number of students.  Unused new textbooks were stored in a closet. 
 
Religious School shared space with Early Childhood, and bulletin boards and cabinets were not 
made available to the Religious School.  Classroom management was a big issue with middle 
and high school students.  There was much to be done. 
 
Change happens when one has vision and a plan.  It must be clearly articulated to all 
stakeholders (rabbi, school board, board of directors, and parents) so that the educator will 
have the support of the synagogue community.  Change will not happen overnight.  It is a 
frustrating process.  
 
First, become familiar with the synagogue community and larger community.  Find out how and 
why things have been done in the past.  Make a note to keep all of the positive things intact. 
(The school board completely handled registration in an amazing way.  I was very grateful for 
their participation. I also greatly appreciated the wonderful school secretary.)   
 
Next, make a list and prioritize all the changes that need to be made.  In my situation, I had to 
hire a competent teaching staff.  Some of the teachers left the school; many others who 
remained would need to be replaced because they did not have the skills needed.  It always is 
difficult to find good teachers, but, when salaries are low, it is even harder.  I created a pay 
scale with salary increments and convinced the school board that if they wanted quality 
education for our students, we would have to be competitive.  
 
I had brought boxes of written curriculum with me from my previous school.  It was a huge job 
to introduce it into this school.  My first focus would be fifth through eighth grade.  I didn’t 
want to lose students after bar/bat mitzvah.  New curriculum also was made available in third, 
fourth, ninth and tenth grades.  Hours were devoted to preparing curriculum notebooks, 
securing textbooks and other materials, and then meeting with the teachers in each grade level 



to discuss what they would be teaching and the methodology that could be used.  Teacher 
accountability was instituted.  Kindergarten through second grade would be a part of the 
changes the following year.  The rabbis became part of the faculty – both as teachers with their 
own teen classes and as participants in school programs. 
 
Classroom management became a priority.  Guidelines were established for the classroom, 
assemblies, and programs.  (Classes had to stay together when coming to assemblies and would 
not be seated if the teacher was not at the head of the group to be told where to seat the 
students.  There could not be a steady stream of students going to the bathroom.) During 
school hours, I was never in the office.  I was visible in the halls or visiting classrooms.  Problems 
were handled immediately. Vandalism to Early Childhood materials stopped.  Students were 
not allowed to wander around the school. Bullying was unacceptable.  When the bell rang at 
the beginning of the second year, all of the students quietly entered their classes and took their 
seats. 
 
Smaller changes were made.  The unused textbooks were sent back to the publishers and 
replaced with books that enhanced the curriculum.  Money was spent on larger office boxes for 
the teachers for the curriculum notebooks and other materials placed there each week.  Report 
cards were mailed home.  Videos and other audiovisual materials were purchased.  Cabinets 
and bulletin boards were made available in the classrooms.  Alef Bet posters were visible now in 
the Hebrew classrooms.  Parents had to sign their children out in the office.  They could not just 
go to a class and take their child out when they wanted to.   Ice cream parties were attended by 
students who had perfect attendance for each ten week period.  The following year, the tables 
and chairs were replaced with individual desks and chairs so that there could be more 
movement in the rooms.  Eventually, we added teen retreats; post-confirmation classes with 
trips to Washington, D.C., and New York; and a formal graduation.   
 
Four years later, the school population had almost doubled to over 700 students.  A beautiful 
new building was erected, providing separate facilities for the Religious School and for Early 
Childhood.   I was able to hire a full-time assistant director and more office support staff.  The 
Religious School became accredited by NATE. 
 
The first few years were hectic.  Having a vision and a plan helped secure the support and 
funding that was needed.  I found that writing and presenting the pros and cons for big changes 
worked well (moving formal Hebrew from 4th to 3rd grade, expanding school hours, moving 
Purim Shpiel rehearsals from school time for all 7th graders to an extra-curriculur activity for 
sixth graders and junior choir, acquiring funding for teachers to attend CAJE and other 
educational programs ).    
 
Change must be an ongoing process.  Whenever I felt that things were not going as quickly as I 
wanted, my rabbi said, “Jerusalem was not built in a day.  It will happen.”  
 
It was a difficult journey, but a joyous one. 
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Dorothy C. Herman, RJE, is a retired Education Director. She now serves as a consultant, 
curriculum writer, workshop facilitator, and mentor. She is the author of the book Planning for 
Success, Teaching for Success, and Creating Successful Curriculum Enhancers.  
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