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HOT TOPIC: How can we engage students in meaningful davening experiences? 

 
 

PREPARING STUDENTS TO CREATE NON-TRADITIONAL EXPERIENTIAL 
PRAYER SERVICES 
by Yonatan Rosner 
 
 
In this era of unlimited choices, many Jewish community schools have been trying to 
engage their Generation Y post-modern students in prayer by offering alternative, 
non-traditional prayer programs focusing on meditation, yoga, learning, etc1.  In 
some cases, the students can choose from the different traditional and alternative 
prayer services offered, and, in other cases, students rotate between the minyanim 
in order to expose them to a variety of Jewish spiritual experiences. The hope is to 
create alternative modes of religious practice that are more personal and relevant 
for the students2. 
 
In addition, some Jewish community schools have chosen to delegate the 
responsibility of leading the prayer services to their students. In these schools, 
students function as a shlichei tzibur, leading traditional tefillah services or helping to 
lead the alternative ones.  Student leadership may include the designing and 
planning of the tefillah service in those cases where alternative methods of prayer 
are being used. The hope is to inspire the student body and motivate students who 
see their peers empowered and leading them in prayer.  
 
As more and more Jewish community schools consider having students lead their 
tefillah independently and successfully, schools need to determine to what extent 
faculty should be involved in the student-led prayer services, and how they can 
support and empower their students in offering a meaningful and engaging prayer 
experience. To address this issue, I choose to focus my work over the past three 
years on the following two questions:  
1.  What are the different kinds of support and involvement faculty can offer students 

to help them prepare and lead tefillah successfully and independently? 
2. What is the right level of support and involvement faculty should offer students to 

help them prepare and lead tefillah successfully and independently? 
 
For the past three years, I have been the director of the New Community Jewish High 
School’s student-led tefillah program, the Tefillah Kehillah Institute (TKI).  In its 10 
years of existence, NCJHS has grown from a cohort of 40 students to 400. This rapid 
growth and the school’s vision, “Building community one mind at a time,” have 
shaped our current tefillah program. After trying a variety of somewhat traditional 
and alternative prayer services, we chose to use an experiential, purpose-driven, 
multi-modal approach to our tefillah.3  The program, led by students, is based on a 
variety of alternative tefillah components that are combined into a single service 
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held for the entire student body once every other week. With this new approach, we 
hope to enable everyone to engage in the tefillah services, matched to their level of 
readiness and interest.  
 
The maxim, “If they can do it for themselves, they should,” was not always applied to 
our tefillah program. It took 8 years for our faculty and rabbis to step down from the 
bimah and create a student-led tefillah program.  Establishing a cohort of competent 
and motivated students, as well as a structured leadership and training program that 
assists these students in becoming prayer leaders for their community, is a gradual 
and complicated process.4 
 
In the first year of TKI, 35 students from grades 10-12 joined the project. The 
students met for three days before school began to discuss the goals of the new 
institute and to train for leading tefillah. The motivated students soon learned how 
hard the task they took upon themselves was.  Between each whole-school tefillah, 
there were only two 30 minute lunch breaks available to plan and prepare.  Instantly, 
the sessions changed their shape and form. The students brought creativity and 
novelty to each session. First, a theme was chosen. Then, an outline of the session 
was created.  Responsibilities were delegated and the student leaders continued to 
work independently after school hours. The students chose a variety of modalities to 
address tefillah and each session felt like a new experience. The novel and creative 
tefillah sessions were soon embraced by the student body. The students were very 
excited to see their peers on stage. These tefillot were entertaining and fun. In one 
of the school publications, Ma Nishma, the Tefillah Kehillah Institute was described 
as follows:  

While most high schoolers were busy winding down their summer vacations in 
late August, 20 dedicated NCJHS 10th, 11th and 12th graders were meeting 
intently with Faculty Advisor and Jewish Studies teacher Yonatan Rosner to 
create the school's new prayer sessions for the year. On Jewish community 
high school campuses across the country, prayer or tefillah is typically led by 
school rabbis or other adults. At New Jew, students want to plan and execute 
different models of creative tefillah sessions for the school community, 
sessions that are meaningful and that offer a spiritual connection to Jewish 
prayer and tradition.  
 
At their first all school tefillah session this year, TKI students presented their 
ideas to the more than 400 students and faculty in attendance. Junior J. R. 
facilitated the brainstorming session, generating a whiteboard filled with 
input from the student body about their connection to prayer and their vision 
for the year. The session concluded with lively renditions of some traditional 
prayers sung by everyone while the TKI band kept the beat on the bimah.  
The TKI students meet regularly with Mr. Rosner. The overarching goals of TKI 
are for students to grow in their understating of the wisdom and use of 
tefillah in the modern age, as well as to shape their leadership skills needed to 
convey the joy and wisdom of prayer.  
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The following year, a selected core of motivated students in 10th and 11th grades 
took the Tefillah Kehillah Institute leadership course as their regular Jewish Studies 
course. The class focused on the following three aspects:  
1. Acquisition of knowledge: the study of Jewish prayer by examining rabbinic texts 

on tefillah and the study of the siddur. 
2. Development of leadership skills: how to communicate engagingly; evaluate 

effectiveness; plan and coordinate a dynamic and varied forty minute all-school 
tefillah; and elicit response through questions, tone, and non-verbal 
communications. 

3. Holistic and experiential education collaboration projects: TKIers collaborated 
with other NCJHS faculty members, students from different classes, other 
schools in the community, guest musicians, and guest speakers. Together, the 
students approached tefillah through music and music composition, 2D art, 
media arts, Iyun, creative writing, midrash, dramatic skits and more, to create 
new, alternative, and creative ways of Jewish spirituality.  

 
These three types of experiences gave TKIers the knowledge, the leadership skills, 
and a variety of modalities needed to create non-traditional experiential prayer 
services for the entire student body, once every other week throughout the school 
year.  
 
Additionally, there were TKI club members who were not part of the class, who were 
given meaningful leadership roles in planning and execution. They were included in 
weekly meetings, on-line Wiki planning sessions, and, of course, on the bimah during 
tefillah.  
 
One of the TKI students this year described the class in the following way: 

TKI stands for Tefillah Kehillah Institute. Tefillah means prayer and Kehillah 
means community. This year in TKI we worked together to bond our 
community through prayer. We incorporated the music department, the art 
department, and the English department to make our services more 
appealing and enjoyable for everyone. TKI is a big time commitment, but it 
pays off when you see a service you worked hard on. Our members’ Jewish 
background varies, which adds to our classes and services.  

 
In the past school year, based on our experience and the research I’ve conducted, 
we have revised our tefillah program and created a tri-dimensional tefillah program 
led by both students and faculty. This new structure allows our students to benefit 
from a balanced experience, including: 
1. A Traditional Service with contemporary singing and musical instruments led by 

our rabbi-in-residence. This tefillah is designed to achieve keva (a set structure) 
by the repetition of traditional prayer and language to create student proficiency 
in the matbe’a tefillah (the language of Jewish prayer).  
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2. “Thoughtfulness” is singing in context through the use of spiritual melodies 

accompanied by short d’rashot (sermons) and explanations of the songs, led by 
our Jewish Studies chair and our music director. The combination of the music 
and context is intended to invite the students to pray with iyun tefillah (an 
understanding of the context) and kavanah (intentionality).  

3. TKI experiential and experimental tefillah where TKI students continue to plan and 
lead spontaneous and experiential tefillah through a variety of modalities.  

 
TKI has proven itself as a new model of tefillah that works. It is my belief that the 
time has come to duplicate this approach in other community day schools in order to 
address the hot topic of tefillah in Jewish educational settings.  
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He is the founder and director of the leadership program, T'fillah Kehillah Institute, 
and works as a Judaic studies teacher at the New Community Jewish High School in 
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