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HOT TOPIC: What are the goals of experiential education? What is an experiential educator? 

 
 
BECOMING AN EXPERIENTIAL JEWISH EDUCATOR - WHAT DOES IT TAKE? 
by Judith Schiller 
 
 
Experiential Jewish Education (EJE) is fast emerging as the way to transform Jewish 
learning for this generation of youth and families. New programs are being offered 
through professional institutions, including the Jewish Theological Seminary and Yeshiva 
University.  While many supplementary schools are offering professional development 
for their faculty in this area, educators typically get assorted pieces of the puzzle, e.g., 
community building or active learning techniques, but lack the broader framework and 
conceptual understanding. The questions that propel me as I design professional 
development are:  

 What are the tools, knowledge, traits, and skills needed to be an experiential 
educator, and how are they acquired?  

 What is the philosophy of this nascent field?  

 What is the mindset of the educator?  
 
After fifteen years of working in Experiential Jewish Education, I find it helpful to unpack 
the what, how, and why of this particular craft.   
 
Embrace the Nature of Experiential Jewish Education 

An experiential Jewish educator needs to have an understanding of what it means to 
engage learning experientially, and how it differs from formal, more frontal modes. 
There are several working definitions and descriptions for experiential Jewish education 
(EJE).  One helpful overview can be found here: An Intro to Jewish Experiential 
Education www.jesna.org/.../783-introduction-to-jewish-experiential-education.1  A 
compelling formulation that I recently explored as a participant in the EJE Certificate 
Program at Yeshiva University is that “EJE is the deliberate infusion of Jewish values into 
meaningful, engaging, and fun experiences that impact the formation of Jewish identity. 
The philosophy behind Experiential Jewish Education maintains that purposeful Jewish 
living is centered on powerful learning experiences that enable participants to embark 
on personal journeys of self-discovery guided by Jewish tradition and values.” (A 
colleague interpreted this as meaning that its outcomes are for life, not just for 
graduation at age 18.) 
 
While more formal education is driven by predetermined, quantifiable results, EJE is 
values-driven, allows space for self-exploration of the learner, and hinges on enabling 
participants to find personal meaning.  On both philosophical and practical levels, the 

http://www.jesna.org/document-manager/doc_download/783-introduction-to-jewish-experiential-education
http://www.jesna.org/document-manager/doc_download/783-introduction-to-jewish-experiential-education
http://www.jesna.org/.../783-introduction-to-jewish-experiential-education


The Jewish Educator        Winter 2013/5773 
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. 
 
 
experiential Jewish educator needs to have clarity and ownership of the Jewish values 
s/he imparts. In developing experiences, whether it is in a classroom, camp, retreat, or 
field trip, the educator must recognize that s/he operates within the tension between 
enabling self-exploration and guiding pre-determined outcomes for their participants. 
The participant take-aways may be discovering that Judaism offers multiple perspectives 
and interpretations on a specific topic, with different views resonating for each 
individual.  
 
 
Educator, Immerse Thyself 

 
Self-development is key. Educators must immerse themselves in their own experiential 
learning, before they can fully translate it into their teaching. Professional development 
should begin with providing educators with their own personal engagement and 
reflection. Keeping with “the medium is the message,” their training should 
demonstrate and reflect the values and attributes that they seek to transfer into their 
work.  In any given educational setting, the staff is from diverse backgrounds. Many 
have not had the kinds of learning experiences that they are asked to create for their 
students. Education directors should seek out specialists in the arts, adventure learning, 
facilitation, and outdoor education, who can demonstrate how various creative 
approaches can inform and integrate with Jewish content.  In any given faculty and/or 
community, there are teachers who possess different strengths and talents, which can 
make for a rich Community of Practice, offering productive cross-pollination among 
educators.  Forming a supportive learning community of educators is a powerful step in 
their training. Even the seemingly simple task of inviting teachers to discuss a text in 
chevruta (partner study) can have significant results.  
 
 
Build Community  

 
The person-centered nature of EJE is realized only in the context of a safe, supportive 
community. First and foremost, the educator is responsible for establishing group 
norms, which are fully articulated, understood, shared, and developed by the 
learners/participants. The educator sets the tone and sends the message of valuing each 
member of the community and embodies the foundational values of the group. 
Fostering a spirit of community is highly intentional and a prerequisite for experiential 
learning. Everything the educator does -- educational planning, setting up and 
decorating the space, displaying student work, convening group discussions -- shapes 
the quality of the learning community.  The educator must be fully attuned to the needs 
and characteristics of the learning community and should acquire the tools and 
techniques that continually build community connection.  
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Develop a Mindset and Practice of Faciliation 

 
The experiential educator’s role is one of facilitation, rather than being the primary 
source and provider of all knowledge. Joseph Reimer refers to the model of the trail 
guide, who carefully sets up the hike, prepares the path, and maps out the activities 
with intentionality and purpose. “I focus on the trail setters to emphasize that educators 
do not provide people with experiences; they provide contexts in which participants may 
have certain experiences.”2  Learning to facilitate entails specific tools and techniques, 
along with an attitude of flexibility, a willingness to listen and process, capacity to 
improvise, and a commitment to reflective practice. 
 
Importantly, educators must recognize that fun activities or experiences in and of 
themselves do not constitute experiential learning. Joseph Reimer states: “Experience 
counts for little without narration and interpretation.”3 Learners need to reflect, 
interpret, and synthesize their learning, or they cannot fully claim it as their own 
personal experience. An exciting game is an effective teaching tool only when the 
learners circle back to reflect on and articulate the values it expressed. Learners deepen 
their understanding of a text when they have an opportunity to process, contribute 
their ideas, and record or express their interpretations. When they do, the benefits of 
experiential education -- our immersive, multi-sensory, collaborative approach -- are 
made tangible, in the most rewarding ways. 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Presentation by Mark S. Young of the William Davidson Graduate School of 

Education at the Jewish Theological Seminary: 
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=www.jesna.org%2F...%2F783-
introduction-to-jewish-experiential-
education&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDIQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.jesna.or
g%2Fdocument-manager%2Fdoc_download%2F783-introduction-to-jewish-
experiential-education&ei=E8L8UMn9D7S10QHDrICoBQ&usg=AFQjCNF2ETG6qwa5-
UOieFgdGFWr7s3xtA&bvm=bv.41248874,d.dmQ 

2. Reimer, Joseph. “'A response to Barry Chazan: The Philosophy of Informal Jewish 
Education,” in The Encyclopedia of InformalEeducation, 2003: 
www.infed.org/informaleducation/informal_jewish_education_reply.htm. 

3. Ibid. 
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