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HOT TOPIC: Should traditional Jewish learning be augmented by technology? 

 
 

INCORPORATING TECHNOLOGY INTO JEWISH EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS  
by Alison Westermann 

 
 
The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those 
who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.   

Alvin Toffler 
 

Hundreds of years ago, Jews passed down the wisdom of their ancestors in the same way they 
received it – rote memorization that had them repeating phrases chanted by their teachers.  
Did they internalize the lessons any better “back then” than our students (who learn in typically 
more progressive settings) do today?  What can we learn from the methods (i.e., chevruta – 
partner study) that have been handed down to us through the ages?  What strengths and what 
weaknesses do those models possess, and how can they be augmented by the newest 
technologies that exist in the secular educational world? 
 
Furthermore, how do (and how should) Jewish educators go about incorporating technology 
into Jewish educational settings without diverting the focus from the content?  Our world 
presents all sorts of new media, but they are simply new ways to interact with the same 
information that we’ve passed on for thousands of years!  To what extent should we be 
concerned with “keeping up with” new technology and incorporating it into our Jewish 
educational settings, and how do we know when to draw the line and say, “Enough is enough!” 
 
This issue affects my students directly, since I teach children from preschool through eighth 
grade in Jewish music class at a supplemental school.  On the one hand, there is a piece of me 
that says, “Just do what educators have done for hundreds of years!  Sing the lyrics and the kids 
will sing it back to you, and they’ll learn through familiarity.”  Another piece of me wants to 
challenge myself and my students, using new technology to build presentations, videos and 
more that will push the boundaries of Jewish education!  It is a constant temptation to focus 
more on the “stuff,” the fancy shiny toys that can enhance teaching and learning. 
 
I was accepted into the PELIE (Partnership for Effective Learning and Innovative Education) 
cohort for Technology Fellows, who attended the International Society for Technology in 
Education’s annual conference in San Diego at the end of June 2012.  This acceptance spurred 
my thinking about this issue and began to focus it even more.  There isn’t necessarily a “true” 
answer to this question, but I think it bears exploring. 
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I know that my experience at ISTE 2012 directly impacted both the “how” and the “what” of my 
practice of Jewish education.  Firstly, I met in-person with a cohort of like-minded Jewish 
educators seeking to answer the same question.  Second, I gleaned information, technologies, 
and strategies for teaching (in secular situations) that are directly transferable to supplemental 
school situations.   
 
Two of those technologies are being used in my classroom this year to enhance our study of the 
Prophets and of Jewish colonial history.  The first is Twitter/Facebook/social media forms.  I say 
“forms,” because I’m not actually subscribing my students up for accounts.  I’m giving them fill-
in-the-blank forms that allow them to simulate “tweeting.”  This has been particularly useful 
with this age group, some of whom already have mobile phones and are anticipating their 
subscriptions on Twitter and/or Facebook within the next few years.  I view my class as training 
in how to be a Jewish adult, which means both literacy in Jewish topics and digital literacy. 
 
The second technology that has become incredibly useful is actually something that is 
enhanced by technology, not intrinsically created by it.  I have reached out through the network 
of NewCAJE Young Professionals to gather primary sources for teaching about Jewish colonial 
history, as well as for over-arching project goals.  Through this network, online (on Facebook) 
and offline (phone calls, letters, packages of resources), I have put together a new unit for this 
class that will use primary sources from the Jewish Women’s Archive and other online 
“exhibits.”  Students will fill out BioCubes (another technology-based resource) for the many 
different personalities they will meet in the colonies.  Once that is finished, they will have a 
physical representation, hung from the ceiling, of where the Jews were living in the colonies 
and what that meant about the comparative benefits of living in each of the colonies.  There 
are other projects that I will do with this class to enhance what they learn from the BioCubes 
work, including science, art, and writing projects.  I owe a deep debt of gratitude to my 
colleagues for their generosity in sharing and suggesting resources for this unit of study. 
 
My hunch is that this tug-of-war between technology and education has been going on for 
decades, if not centuries.  I imagine that the creation of printed language challenged educators 
who relied on rote memorization, and so on through time.  This challenge will be answered by 
many, as educators (humans who see all existence through their own lenses of experience) 
figure out the best use of the technology around them to instill the ancient, but universal values 
of Judaism in the next generation of Jews.  There is no single answer, and I look forward to the 
rest of my life as an educator, gleaning and creating and using these new technologies 
alongside tried-and-true methods. 
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Alison Westermann is a singer-songwriter and Jewish educator-at-large. She has presented at 
Limmud Chicago 2012 and NewCAJE, speaking about Bat Mitzvah, as well as about the use of 
technology. At home in El Paso, Texas, she works with the whole community -- from early 
childhood to retirees -- at Temple Mount Sinai. 
alisonwestermann@gmail.com  
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