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HOT TOPIC: Can a teacher help students become better people? 

 
 

WHAT I WISH WE WERE DOING 
by Micol Zimmerman Burkeman 
 
Earlier this year, at a meeting of synagogue, JCC and youth group teen directors, we jumped on 
the meme bandwagon.  You may remember the memes that were going around, particularly 
the ones featuring rabbis, camp directors, and song leaders, with pictures that captured 
answers to those great, albeit simplified, existential questions: What my parents think I do, 
what I wish I were doing, what I actually do.  I noticed that there were few, if any, Jewish 
educator memes going around, and certainly no Jewish teen director ones, so our group took it 
upon ourselves to create our own.   The results were playful and fun and yet also very telling.  
For many of the memes, one image continued to repeat itself: Robin Williams in his famed role 
as Professor Keating in the film Dead Poet’s Society.  In this image, the professor is standing on 
a table and reminding his students about the importance of looking at things in a different way, 
evoking Henry David’s Thoreau’s famous line “The universe is wider than our views of it.”1  
Telling was not the use of this scene, but rather which caption the scene represented; it was 
not the “What I actually do” box, but the “What I wish I were doing” one.   
 
How many of us entered the field of education to make an indelible difference in the life and 
soul of a child?  To lead them in the right direction, to open up their worlds to wonder and 
beauty, and to guide them on the winding journey to the best version of themselves?  To teach 
them to navigate not the classroom, but the world?  When we first begin, many of us seek to 
emulate those inspiring teachers on the silver screen: Mr. Thackeray, Mr. Holland, and 
Professor Keating, to name a few.  And yet, how many of us find ourselves focused on the 
imparting of facts, S.S.B.A.T. objectives (Students Should Be Able To), and rubrics?  It is not 
objectives and rubrics with which I take issue, but rather with their focus that is so often on 
what the students know, what they can do with that knowledge (recall, identify, compare, 
contrast, etc…), and how they apply it – not in the world, but in the classroom.  Yes, we should 
be concerned with what our students know when they leave the classroom; but should we not 
be just as concerned, if not more so, with whom we want our students to be? 
 
Of teaching, Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote: “The whole secret of the teacher’s force lies in 
the conviction that men are convertible.  And they are.  They want awakening.  Get the soul out 
of bed, out of her deep habitual sleep…"2 Is this what we are doing?  Are we rousing our 
students’ souls out of their deep sleep or are we further sedating them?  Are we inspiring, 
provoking, and awakening? Or are we merely “covering” the curriculum?  We have a limited 
time with our students; how are we spending it? 
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It is easy for people to think that we are not the “primary” educators in our students’ lives.  By 
the very label given to our field, “supplementary” or “complementary” education, it is almost 
natural to affix those labels to ourselves.   However, I believe quite the opposite.  We are the 
primary educators in our students’ lives, for it is not just their intellectual education that is our 
responsibility, but their emotional and spiritual education as well.  So, shouldn’t our objectives 
and our rubrics reflect that?  Shouldn’t our teaching?  What if the first questions we asked 
ourselves were: What kind of human beings do these students have the potential to become?  
What would awaken their souls?  How can I help them navigate, appreciate, and contribute to 
the world?  Content should follow; not lead. 
 
Of educational institutions, Emerson once said, “they can only highly serve us, when they aim 
not to drill, but to create; when they gather from far every ray of various genius to their 
hospitable halls, and, by the concentrated fires, set the hearts of their youth on flame.”3    
Together, we can create a generation of passionate and committed Jews, compassionate 
toward the stranger, loving to their neighbor, and dedicated to the betterment of our world.  
We can awaken their souls and set their hearts alight.   If that’s not Jewish education, then I 
don’t know what is.  And that is what I wish we were doing.  
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