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HOT TOPIC: Should there be limits on the way we interpret text?  Can open discussion lead to 
better understanding? 
 
 
THE DESIRE TO PROTECT JUDAISM 
by Tamara Beliak 
 
 
What makes a person a good teacher? In professional development, I came across the following 
book, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s  Life,1  by Parker 
Palmer. In it, Dr Palmer argues that the essence of teaching is being true to oneself: Good 
teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity and the 
integrity of the teacher.2 
 
As a teacher, I struggle with what it means to teach with identity and with integrity.  I want my 
students to develop their own relationship with the Jewish community, with a personal 
conception of God. I struggle with how much I should guide their journey. I wonder when I 
should engage my students in the tensions of thousands of years of tradition in literature and 
perspective and when I should omit information. I want to open their minds to the fluidity and 
vastness of Jewish opinion and text and am simultaneously frightened that I will repel students 
with some of the more complicated and less-politically correct parts of our tradition.  
 
During the process of writing a dissertation, I came to the conclusion that many teachers 
struggle with the same issue of desiring to protect the tradition from students and protecting 
students from tradition. Many teachers hoped that I could validate their method of teaching by 
saying that I had heard of others using the same method of teaching as their own or that their 
method will lead their students to remain Jewish. It is the love that religious education teachers 
have for their subject, their pupils, and their community that intensifies this desire for harmony 
and creates anxiety.  
 
This year, I tried a new approach in my high school classroom. I chose the text of the “sin of the 
Golden Calf,” and had students develop their own explanation of the story and then read the 
philosophy of three medieval commentators and one modern commentator. We discussed 
both the problems in the text and the reasons that various commentators chose their personal 
approaches  to  “defend”  the  character  of  Aaron,  Moses’s  brother, the High Priest of Israel and 
the Children of Israel. I helped the students understand both the complexity and theological 
implications of the story. Some of the students in the class became angry with Aaron and with 
the Rabbis of the tradition who protected Aaron. Others rose in defense. At times, I was 
terrified by the discussions. I wondered about whether my students would lose faith in some 
part of Judaism because of something I taught them. At least one student said that she or he 
could not believe in a God and a Rabbi who would defend such blatant disregard for human life 
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and allow for slaughter after the incident. Another student in the same class countered that 
exploring the diversity of Jewish thought offered an opening to start believing in God and 
trusting the Rabbis more. I wondered if there were an algorithm that could help determine 
which students could be helped by this method and who would grow up a more committed Jew 
by opting out of my classes.  
 
Right now, I am trying to use Parker Palmer’s  words  as  a  guide.  I  remind  myself  that  I  identify  
strongly with the idea of Bnei Yisrael (the Children  of  Israel)  being  the  people  who  “wrestle  with  
God.”  I  share  with  my  students  that  I  wrestle  with  many  texts  of  the  Bible  and  with  many  ideas  
within Judaism. I let them know that I am constantly changing my views in regard with how to 
understand Jewish texts and that as my understanding evolves, it informs my teaching. Through 
meta-education, my students are reminded that I teach through a lens that is uniquely mine, 
but is grounded in tradition. I share with them that I am on a journey and hope that they will 
join me on this journey that is less focused on the specific destination and more on the 
experience of exploration. I hope that if my students can ascertain that I am teaching from the 
beliefs of my authentic self it will be enough.  
 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Palmer, Parker. The  Courage  to  Teach:  Exploring  the  Inner  Landscape  of  a  Teacher’s  Life. San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2007.  
2. Ibid.  
 
 
Tamara Beliak is finishing up her Ed.D. at Yeshiva University on "Teacher Planning: Biblical 
Texts, Gender, and the Young Adolescent." She is the Judaic studies department chair at the 
Jewish High School of Connecticut and has previously taught in both supplemental and day 
school programs at both the middle school and high school levels. 
t_beliak@yahoo.com 
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HOT TOPIC: What can we learn from secular education about teacher training in Jewish education? 
 

 
THE  ISSUES  AND  QUESTIONS  DRIVING  MY  WORK  IN  JEWISH  EDUCATION   
by  Hana  Bor 
 
   
I  have  been  involved  in  Jewish  education  for  over  25  years,  serving  as  a  teacher,  advisor,  mentor,  
principal,  and  director  to  students  ranging  from  elementary  to  graduate  school,  and  working  in  
both  religious  and  secular  environments.  Throughout,  I  have  repeatedly  struggled  with  how  to  
merge  religious  and  secular  educational  techniques.    I  have  discovered  that  there  is  a  shortage  
of  opportunities  for  Jewish  educators  to  come  together  in  an  academic  environment  and  
acquire  the  tools  to  become  exceptional  Jewish  educators.  In  an  effort  to  address  this  need,  I  
have  founded  the  Instructional  Leadership  Institute  for  Jewish  Educators  in  collaboration  with  a  
team  of  Towson  University  (TU)  professors  from  the  Center  for  Leadership  in  Education.   
 
The  Jewish  experience  is  unique  and  requires  a  customized  approach  and  set  of  rules.  This  is  
particularly  true  in  the  field  of  Jewish  education.  The  guidelines  and  procedures  that  work  so  
well  for  teachers  and  administrators  in  public  schools  may  not  easily  translate  to  a  Jewish  day  
school,  yeshiva  or  Hebrew  school.  Nevertheless,  there  are  many  innovations  and  developments  
in  secular  education  that  would  greatly  benefit  the  Jewish  community.     
 
To  complicate  matters,  Jewish  educators  today  bring  to  the  table  a  vast  array  of  pre-service  
experiences,  courses,  degrees,  and  skill  sets.    Some  Orthodox  schools  still  hire  post-seminary  
graduates  as  nursery  and  early  childhood  educators,  or  to  teach  limudei  kodesh  classes.    Other  
schools  actively  recruit  teachers  who  have  at  least  a  Bachelor’s  degree  in  any  discipline,  and  an  
emerging  group  of  Jewish  educators  hold  Master’s  degrees,  some  in  education.    Just  as  an  
academically  diverse  class  can  confound  even  an  experienced  teacher,  this  disparate  population  
of  educators  poses  a  challenge  for  school  administrators  when  they  are  creating  a  professional  
development  program.    Administrators  who  are  committed  to  creating  academically  excellent  
Jewish  institutions  must  offer  professional  development  classes  and  create  professional  learning  
communities  in  order  to  motivate,  educate  and  inspire  their  entire  faculty.  Research  data  
indicated  that  “educators  who  engaged  in  professional  development  activities  lasting  more  than  
one  day  felt  more  hopeful  about  their  ability  to  develop  an  emotionally  satisfying  professional  
career.”1   
 
Outstanding,  state-of-the-art  Jewish  education  training  is  essential  to  ensure  the  future  of  a  
strong  Jewish  community,  and  research  data  confirm  that  committed  educational  professionals  
need  better  training,  support,  and  expertise.    These  are  some  of  the  issues  and  questions  
driving  my  work  in  Jewish  education  today.     
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Prior  to  Baltimore  Hebrew  University’s  merger  with  Towson  University  in  2009,  I  was  cognizant  
of  the  many  differences  between  Jewish  and  secular  education.  Since  the  merger,  however,  I  
have  become  more  aware  of  the  parallels  that  exist.  The  collaborative  relationship  between  TU  
and  the  Baltimore  Hebrew  Institute  (BHI)  offers  a  dynamic  platform  that  synthesizes  academic  
invention  with  Jewish  tradition. 
 
From  all  of  these  ideas,  the  Summer  Instructional  Leadership  Institute  (ILI)  was  born.    Towson  
University  has  offered  its  own,  secular  version  of  the  ILI  in  the  past,  to  much  critical  acclaim.    In  
collaboration  with  my  Towson  colleagues,  we  have  created  a  groundbreaking  professional  
development  program.    Jewish  educators  representing  14  schools  will  join  together  to  improve  
their  knowledge  and  skills  in  key  aspects  of  instructional  leadership,  and  enhance  their  
continued  development  as  professionals  by  learning  from  superior  educators  from  both  public  
schools  and  day  schools.    The  ILI  offers  a  platform  of  critical  reflection  and  meaningful  
collaboration  between  Jewish  educators  from  the  Baltimore  Jewish  community’s  wide  array  of  
Jewish  schools.    The  Associated:  Jewish  Federation  of  Baltimore  has  enthusiastically  backed  the  
ILI,  by  supporting  and  subsidizing  the  cost  of  the  program  to  encourage  participation  by  
Baltimore  area  teachers  and  principals.  So,  too,  Baltimore’s  Center  for  Jewish  Education  and  the  
greater  Jewish  educational  community  have  responded  positively.   
 
Armed  with  newly  acquired  knowledge  and  skills,  each  participant  will  develop  an  action  plan  
for  personal  and  organizational  growth.    The  dominant  theme  of  the  ILI  is  the  “Seven  C’s”  of  
instructional  leadership:  continuous  improvement,  culture,  collaboration,  coaching,  caring,  
change,  and  community.    These  concepts  will  be  conveyed  through  tools  to  inform  practice,  
including  group  activities,  breakout  sessions,  coaching  teams,  networking,  in-depth  discussions,  
notebook  resources  and  panel  discussions.    Teacher-participants  will  be  encouraged  to  engage  
in  active  daily  reflection  and  cultivate  their  reflective  practices.2    One  of  the  breakout  sessions  
will  focus  on  developing  or  rewriting  a  school’s  vision  and  mission  statement.    Another  will  
feature  talking  skills,  which  are  the  backbone  of  professional  collaboration.    As  David  Perkins  
said,  in  a  professional  learning  community,  “People  strive  together  toward  the  same  outcome  in  
ways  that  they  directly  share  the  work,  the  thinking  and  the  responsibility.”3 
 
One  of  the  goals  of  the  Institute  is  to  begin  the  dialogue  among  participants  about  goals  and  
standards  that  could  shape  the  future  of  Jewish  education  by  addressing  the  questions  of  what  
students  completing  programs  should  know  and  be  able  to  do.    The  Institute  will  expose  Jewish  
educators  to  some  of  the  cutting  edge  standards  that  currently  define  best  practices  in  
American  public  schools  (for  example,  the  Maryland  Core  Curriculum  Framework,  20114).    The  
Institute  will  offer  Jewish  educators  a  framework  in  which  to  explore  the  relevant  concepts,  
share  ideas,  grapple  with  questions,  and  work  towards  implementing  changes  that  will  bring  
Jewish  education  into  the  21st  century.     
 
Principals  and  administrators  will  find  certain  aspects  of  the  ILI  particularly  beneficial.  A  core  
belief  underlying  the  Institute  is  that  instructional  leadership  does  not  —  and  cannot  —  reside  
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solely  in  the  role  of  the  Principal  or  Head  of  School.  Every  teacher  must  see  herself  or  himself  as  
an  instructional  leader  who  bears  full  responsibility  for  the  learning  of  each  and  every  child  
taught.  The  institute  builds  the  capacity  of  all  participants  to  be  highly  effective  in  this  
instructional  leadership  role.  They  will  have  the  opportunity  to  concentrate  on  their  vital  roles  
as  leaders,  gain  new  insights  from  sharing  with  colleagues  and  their  subordinates,  do  a  
performance  analysis  of  their  own  organizational  culture,  and  look  for  ways  to  implement  
change.  5    Additionally,  participants  will  develop  and  implement  a  realistic  institutional  vision  
and  mission.6  Other  benefits  that  ILI  participants  will  enjoy  include  effective  analysis  of  student  
performance  data  to  improve  pedagogy  and  accountability,  as  well  as  engagement  and  
interaction  around  key  topics  and  current  issues.  ILI  participants  have  the  opportunity  to  learn  
from  a  guest  panel  of  instructional  leaders,  including  headmasters  from  the  two  largest  Jewish  
day  schools  in  Baltimore,  a  director  of  an  Early  Childhood  Education  Center,  and  two  principals  
from  Maryland  public  schools. 
 
Following  the  completion  of  the  five-day  Institute,  an  online  community  will  provide  ILI  
participants  with  a  forum  where  they  will  be  encouraged  to  share  information,  find  support,  
and  receive  mentoring  by  the  ILI  presenters.    The  online  forum  is  scheduled  to  remain  active  for  
four  months,  during  which  the  faculty  will  continue  teaching  and  interacting  with  the  ILI  
participants.     
 
All  participants  will  develop  a  deeper  understanding  of  foundational  elements  of  instructional  
leadership,  addressing  the  perspectives  of  education  and  schools  in  general  along  with  the  
unique  characteristics  of  Jewish  education.  This  ILI  is  a  prototype  for  future  academic  
professional  development  programs,  because  the  curriculum  draws  on  contemporary  
approaches  to  professional  development  that  are  highly  adaptable  to  the  specific  needs  of  any  
school  community.7  Jewish  educators  strive  to  provide  quality  schooling  for  all  of  their  students.  
Carefully  crafted  professional  development  like  the  Summer  Instructional  Leadership  Institute  
equips  teachers  for  this  challenge. 
 
As  we  move  forward,  we  will  continue  to  develop  an  evaluation  model  that  measures  the  
impact  of  the  Institute’s  work  on  community  involvement,  school  improvement,  teacher  
performance,  and,  ultimately,  student  achievement.8 
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HOT TOPIC: How can we offer adult education that utilizes the skills and connections within your 
community?  
 
 
PROJECT NUREMBERG:  THE POWER OF ADULT JEWISH LEARNING 
by Jessica Spitalnic Brockman  
 
 
Two things distinguished me from everyone else in the room:   
1.  I was under 50 years old.   
2.  I was not a child survivor of the Holocaust.   
 
Frieda Jaffe, a congregant of ours, was, and she had invited me to the annual Yom HaShoah 
Child Survivors memorial service in Boca Raton.  What happened at this service allowed me to 
purse a philosophy I have had about adult Jewish learning that has surpassed my wildest 
dreams. 
 
I was ordained ten years ago (HUC-JIR’99), and, over the last several years, I have truly reflected 
both on my own and with others about the nature of adult Jewish learning and how to make it 
compelling.  How  do  you  get  Jewish  adults  to  come  to  the  synagogue  for  more  than  their  child’s  
bat or bat mitzvah or, God forbid, their parents’ funerals?  Over the years, we have had one-off 
programs at our synagogue that have attempted to provide a more targeted approach – 
medical ethics programming for physicians and a “Start  Up Nation” business luncheon for 
professionals are just two examples.  But what happened at the Yom HaShoah service created 
an opportunity for a more structured, collaborative approach.   
 
What happened is that a speaker didn't show up.  And so someone got up to stall until the next 
speaker arrived and started talking about local resources related to the Holocaust.  What 
caught my attention were the  words  “Nuremberg  Trial  Documents  at  Lynn  University.”    I  had  no  
idea what these were, but wanted to get my hands on them to do something together with 
lawyers about the Nuremberg trials, the trial of the Nazis after World War II.  A few days later, I 
found myself in the Office of Academic Affairs at our local Lynn University, asking if I could 
borrow the books.  (By the way, this set of books, known as the Blue Series and worth about 
$10,000, was sitting in a closet collecting dust and was very close to being thrown away.)  Not 
only did the dean of Academic Affairs at the time allow me to borrow the books, she also 
instituted THREE classes on the Nuremberg Trials at Lynn that next spring – a pre-law class 
which I co-teach, a theater class out of which an original theatre piece was produced, and a film 
class out of which several documentaries have emerged.  These classes still are offered each 
spring.  But the  “Crown  Jewel”  of  this  collaboration is the Project Nuremberg Lawyers Event 
that brings students from Lynn University to Temple Beth El for a face-to-face with lawyers 
from the Jewish community and the community-at-large.   
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The event begins with a student-led presentation at each table on the Nuremberg Trials, 
followed by a panel of speakers who address  the  role  of  the  Nuremberg  Trials  in  today’s  world.    
This has turned into an annual event with over 200 in attendance, CLE (Continuing Legal 
Education Credits) awarded, and congregants (many whom never studied the Nuremberg trials 
in law school) examining a major post-Holocaust legal event of the 20th century.  Robert 
Jackson, the Supreme Court Justice who headed the Nuremberg trials, declared the importance 
of  these  trials  in  his  opening  statement  at  Nuremberg.  “That four great nations, flushed with 
victory and stung with injury, stay the hand of vengeance and voluntarily submit their captive 
enemies to the judgment of the law is one of the most significant tributes that Power has ever 
paid  to  Reason.”     
 
And all this is done in conjunction with Lynn University, a relationship that allows access to 
talented academics who have worked with our synagogue to create what we have come to call 
“Project  Nuremberg.”     
 
The lessons of  “Project  Nuremberg”  as they apply to adult Jewish education are multi-faceted.  
The first is that one must be open to ideas at all times.  An off-hand comment, an overheard 
conversation or the fragment of a sentence can spark an idea with untold consequences.   
 
The second major lesson for me is collaboration.  Our synagogue had ties with Lynn University 
in previous decades, but this was significant as an academic collaboration.  I am regularly on the 
Lynn campus, meeting with professors, helping to teach, and fostering ties between the 
University and the synagogue.  And, in return, I get to bring to my community great scholars in 
law and media, providing resources I never could have had access to on my own.  Highlighting 
the set of books, a dusty treasure in the Lynn library, conveys an important message of 
elevating the mundane (and nearly discarded!) to the level of the sacred.  Like ripples in a pond, 
the collaborations have expanded beyond the two organizations to another local university, 
local public and private schools, and, of course, the many law firms and attorneys taking part in 
the event.   
 
This year, our third Project Nuremberg Lawyers Event, allowed us to expand beyond the initial 
intent and have the program serve as a fundraiser for our Torah project.  At the luncheon, a 
scribe worked on our Torah, attendees got to help write letters, and the dedication of the book 
of Leviticus, the book of Law, provided yet another teaching opportunity.  When one of our 
speakers, a leading defense attorney from Miami, began his remarks by talking about the 
moving  effect  of  writing  the  simple  letter  “vav”  in  the  Torah, the impact of Project Nuremberg 
truly hit me: that these attorneys, whatever field of law they practiced in, could imagine for 
themselves the intense passion for justice in the face of horrific genocide and reflect on that in 
the midst of their busy lives.   
 
The third significant lesson is to always come back to the Jewish.  In the search for innovative, 
engaging adult education, it can be tempting to lose ourselves in the quest to be relevant.  By 
bringing it back to the timeline of Jewish history and where Project Nuremberg fits in to an 
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understanding that  one  isn’t  just  a Jewish lawyer, but a Jew, and by doing it within the walls of 
the synagogue, we accomplish that.   
 
I still worry about adult Jewish literacy.  I worry about what will inspire larger numbers of our 
congregants to partake in adult Jewish learning.  But Project Nuremberg gives me hope that the 
impact of this program is felt far beyond the annual event.   
 
I recently had a congregant e-mail me during a visit to her alma mater, Cornell Law School, 
which has a large Nuremberg Trials Collection.  She never connected with collection during law 
school.  It was only later in life, after attending the Project Nuremberg Lawyers Event, that she 
engaged with the collection and its curator whom we hope to involve in our event this year.    
 
And as for the viability of the program – Does it have legs to grow and regenerate and continue 
to inspire?  Does it have the impact to make the adult Jewish learner reflect and remain 
relevant?  One of the most brilliant and passionate Jewish lawyers of all time, Alan Dershowitz, 
seems to think so.  He’s  next  year’s keynote speaker. 
 
Rabbi Jessica Spitalnic Brockman is an Associate Rabbi at Temple Beth El of Boca Raton.  
jbrockman@tbeboca.org 
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Hot Topic: Even though Jews are a minority, they are, in the main, racially classified as “white." 
How should Jews respond to class and privilege in American society? 
 
 
 
UNDERSTANDING PRIVELEGE 
by Emilia Diamant  
 
 
 
“WITH  GREAT  POWER  COMES  GREAT  RESPONSIBILITY.”-Stan Lee/Voltaire 
We benefit from white privilege. We have significant power and status in this country. So what 
are we doing with it? 
 
I wrote these questions up on the board to start one of my Monday night post-confirmation 
classes at Temple Beth Or in Raleigh, NC. We had spent time talking about what it means to be 
Jewish in the South, we had discussed the basic concepts of privilege — racial, religious, class 
based, etc. Now it was time to think about how this group of almost entirely white, almost 
entirely upper middle class group of teens could understand the power that comes with 
privilege. As they say in Spiderman, with great power comes great responsibility. 
 
I’m  curious  about  these  questions.  Are  teenagers  being  asked  to  push  the  boundaries of their 
understanding of Jewish identity enough to grapple with cross-cultural dialogue? Are we, as 
Jewish educators, providing space for our youth to interact with disenfranchised communities 
in order to better understand their role in power and privilege in the United States? I argue that 
we are not.  
 
Abraham Joshua Heschel is one of my greatest sources of inspiration in helping to understand 
the role of Jews as they relate to communities in need. It is hard, often, for Jews in America to 
wrap their minds around being privileged. We have a massive genocide to point to; we have 
experienced discrimination in this country within recent memory. But, in 2012, it is hard to 
deny that we are predominantly white and upper middle class. Yes, it is exciting that in large 
cities we are starting to buck that stereotype — but in my class of 20 students, only two would 
not benefit from white privilege when driving down the highway or walking into a clothing 
store. It’s  not  easy  to  straddle  this  divide;  we know persecution, but also prosperity. Many of us 
are white, but we often find situations where  we  feel  like  “the  other.” 
 
It is important that Jewish educators begin to address this — it’s  easy  to  shy  away  from  a topic 
that can create strife and conflict within ourselves — but  if  we  don’t  ask  young  people  to  start  
examining  these  questions,  we  are  doing  them  a  great  disservice.  For  students  who  don’t  
benefit from white privilege within the Jewish community, acknowledging the differences and 
helping to understand how to better enable our communities to be inclusive, we are creating 
space for TRUE and EXAMINED diversity within our own ranks.   
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Why teens? Because they are most willing to sit down and have the conversation. They are 
exploring their own identities, and, if we add this piece to the puzzle, they are likely to get a 
fuller sense of self down the line. Examining race and class with religion, gender, and sexual 
orientation  is  something  we  don’t  do  enough of.  
 
And  once  we’ve  had  a  chance  to  allow  our  students  to  think  about  who  they  are,  let’s  sit  down  
and discuss that with others.  Let’s  bring  back  major  programming  for  Jewish  and  Black  teens.  
Let’s  do  more than just service learning and also understand the roots of homelessness and 
engage people who have experienced it in meaningful conversations. The more difficult the 
question, the more frontally we should embrace it.  
 
When I asked my teens in Raleigh these questions, they were uncomfortable, they bucked a 
little at the idea of holding privilege, but within an hour and a half there was a basic 
understanding of what that means — not that we are held accountable for the sins of those 
who came before us — but that we are important stakeholders in the fight for civil rights. And 
these teens acknowledged openly that the fight is far from over.  
 
Heschel said it best—“Let [young people] be sure that every little deed counts, that every word 
has power, and that we can do — every one — our share to redeem the world despite of all 
absurdities and all the frustration and all disappointments. And above all, remember that the 
meaning of life is to live life as it if were a work of art. You're not a machine. When you are 
young, start working on this great work of art called your own existence.” 
 
 
Emilia Diamant, MSW, just completed a summer at Genesis Summer Program at Brandeis, 
where she was a Community Educator focusing on intersections between Jews and communities 
of color in Boston. Currently, she is the Director of Programming and Initiatives at Prozdor High 
School in Boston, MA. She has worked with youth for eight years as advisor, principal, mentor, 
counselor, and program director. 
emilia.diamant@gmail.com  
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HOT TOPIC: Should the paradigms of Hebrew School change to meet the needs of its constituents? 
 
 
WHAT SHOULD A HEBREW SCHOOL IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD LOOK LIKE? 
by Jill Eisen 
 
 
In a time when families no longer live down the street from the syngogue, both parents work, 
public/private school has extended school time, and traffic has increased, parents have 
difficulty getting their children to religious school during the week.  The Hebrew School in Your 
Neighborhood program is an alternative for unaffiliated families who are not ready or do not 
want to belong to a congregation as well as the families who cannot make it to the main 
religious school in the synagogue.  These neighborhood schools take place during the week in 
private and public schools, a law office, and a showcase art space.  What should this 
neighborhood school look and feel like?  This is a temendous opportunity to explore the best of 
religious school and a chavurah style of learning in order to build the neighborhood school into 
a positive, exciting, and communal Jewish learning journey that is convenient and close to 
home. 
 
Six years ago, I participated in a series of meetings with lay leaders, educators, clergy, and 
adminstative staff as we imaged a type of Jewish education that would give congregational 
families more for their membership.  Our hypothesis was if families have positive experiences in 
their Judaism in and out of synagogue, they will strengthen and enjoy their Jewish identity and 
their ties to the congregation.  We engaged families who expressed the desire for active 
participation in their  children’s  Jewish  education, deeper relationships with the clergy, and 
knowing they mattered to the congregation.  Chavurah Chadasha (Pioneers in Group Learning) 
was born; it is a unique and progressive alternative for expressive, personal, and community 
family learning.  The word chavurah is Hebrew for group study.  Ten families became pioneers 
in a beautiful amalgamation of religious school, home study, group activities (retreats, field 
trips, and tikkun olam), and spiritual involvement.  The experiment was successful -- the 
families became close, suppporting each other through the passing of loved ones, celebrating 
s’machot, sharing Jewish holidays, and even planning their own retreat getaways.  The students 
had higher attendance records than those who attended regular religiuous school and the 
parents became active leaders in the congregation.  The hypothesis was proven and Chavurah 
Chadasha elevated Jewish education to an  integral  part  of  these  families’  lives.    What made this 
program work?   What lessons should we adapt to develop and include in the Hebrew School in 
Your Neighborhood program? 
 
After years of evaluation of the Chavurah program, a key component emerged to be the 
essence of what made the program a success: the right personnel.  It is the 
educator/coordinator who makes all the difference.  He or she must be engaging to both 
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students and parents, and also be charismatic, outgoing, knowledgeable, creative, energetic, 
and caring.  This person was the most important motivating factor to ensure that the families 
willingly and eagerly participate in all areas of the Chavurah program.  If the 
educator/coordinator did not have these characteristics, the program suffered greatly.  So, rule 
number one for the Hebrew School in Your Neighborhood program is to hire teachers who 
are friendly, caring, and willing to ensure that all the families involved feel welcomed, 
important, and special. 
 
The students in the chavurah rarely missed a class, weekdays in the home or Sundays in the 
religious school.  What made it so important for them to be in class? The students became a 
family through shared experiences while participating in the chavurah.    They  didn’t  want  to  
miss seeing each other twice per week.  The teacher created the lesson plans centered on the 
students’ interests and utlitized experiential and hands-on learning, critical thinking, kinetic 
learning, and discussion methods.  The students learned at their own pace and assimilated the 
knowledge learned within their personal thought processes, so that the information became 
part of their way of being and not information to be memorized and forgottten.  As a result of 
these experiences, Jewish identity became an integral and important aspect of their lives.  This 
brings rules numbered two and three for our Hebrew School in Your Neighborhood: Create a 
community for the students where they feel important, heard, and valued and tailor the 
lesson plans to the learning the students’ and families’ needs and desires.  It is essential to 
note the majority of families enrolled in the Hebrew School in Your Neighborhood program are 
interfaith families, which makes it crucial to listen and respond to the families needs. 
 
The chavurah took the lessons learned and applied them.  Experiencing, creating, and doing 
were important components of the inner workings of the chavurah.  Shabbat dinner was hosted 
by a different family each month.  The hosting family and educator would lead the rest of the 
families in the Shabbat rituals and then the family gave a D’var  Torah (Torah lesson) in their 
own special way: limerick, songs, plays, etc.  Families came to a consensus on a group tikkun 
olam project.  Families participated in a majority  of  the congregational Jewish holiday services 
and programs, Shabbat services, and other cultural events.  Rule number four is to have the 
students learn about and come to consensus when deciding on where to donate their 
tzedekah and what organization they want to honor and help.  Rule number five is to design a 
few programs outside of the classroom where families can experience Shabbat, Jewish 
cultural programs, and tikkun olam projects together, thereby strengthening their Jewish 
community within the neighborhood. 
 
Chavurah Chadasha and Hebrew Schools in Your Neighborhood are organic.  They are living 
programs that require constant evaluation and assessment to ensure the needs of the families 
and the congregation are mutually met.  Thus the last rule, number six, requires listening, 
forthright communication, and compromise from all parties involved. 
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A mission statement was created by adopting the six lessons learned in studying Chavurah 
Chadasha.  The mission of our Hebrew Schools in Your Neighborhood is to create a Jewish 
community outside of the immediate Beth El vicinity that cares about Judaism and Israel.  These 
schools make Jewish education accomodating and convenient to those families living in the 
chosen neighborhoods.  The environment in the classroom encourages students to explore, 
discuss and create their own Judaic ideals.  The students are taught through multi-sensory, 
hands-on, and interactive methods that give them personalized learning experiences.  Hebrew 
language, vocabulary, and phonetic reading are used to build confidence and self-esteem.  
Families are empowered to celebrate the Jewish holidays and Shabbat and to perform social 
action in their neighborhoods. Through the curriculum, families, in particular the students, 
develop pride in being Jewish.  We work with interfaith families to teach them about Judaism 
through discussions and hands-on activies in order to help all family members be comfortable 
in a Jewish setting. 
 
In  today’s  society,  most  likely  both  parents are working, students have hours of homework, and 
the families are over-programmed.  Hebrew school is just another time commitment to fit into 
the puzzle.  Bringing the Hebrew school into their neighborhood -- holding class in a nearby 
school or office building -- gives the parents added convenience, reduces the drive time, and 
creates an opportunity to meet other Jewish families in the area.  These six rules simply direct 
us in preparing a Jewish way of life for these families by teaching, guiding, and connecting 
Jewish values within their everyday lives and making it easy for them to identitfy Jewishly on 
different levels that they may or may not have otherwise thought of before this Hebrew school 
experience. 
 
Jill Eisen is the Assistant Principal and Director of Outreach at Beth El Congregation, Baltimore, 
MD.  She is a Penn State alum, with dual Masters degrees from Baltimore Hebrew University.  
Her epiphany to work in Jewish education came on a visit to Mt. Gamla, in the Golan Heights.  
Jill is a boardmember of Molly’s  Hope and an active member of Penn Staters for Responsible 
Stewardship and NewCAJE.  She was a semi-finalist for the national teaching award, Grinspoon-
Steinhardt Award.  Jill and her husband, Scott, have one son, Benjamin and two dogs, Milo and 
and Belle.  
jill@bethelbalto.com 
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HOT TOPIC: Is Jewish education enhanced or hindered by the use of social media? 
 
 
JEWISH EDUCATORS AND THE OPPORTUNITY  
TO DEVELOP A SOCIAL MEDIA CULTURE 
by Daniel A. Epstein 
 
 
My clinical experience in mental health has ignited a deep interest in studying the impact of 
social media use on the behavior and development of teens. A lifetime in the Jewish community 
and in education has shaped my approach to developing solutions. This is a particularly 
interesting time in the study of the interrelationship of social media and behavior because it 
still so new. Most of the data shows a general understanding that while there is, of course, a 
new world of possibilities in education, democracy, networking, and much more, there is also a 
host of problems associated with overuse, exposure to age-inappropriate content or activities, 
and harassment. A major consideration in the prevention of negative consequences is to 
acknowledge  a  “new  normal”  may  be  forming  among  emerging  generations.  Yet,  as  anyone  
working with the youth would likely agree, something must be done to promote an experience 
that mitigates potential harm. This is where we, as Jewish educators, have an edge – but first 
we need to connect, collaborate, and get creative.  
 
The social media experience has a role in the lives of nearly everyone we interact with on a 
daily basis. A recent study in the Journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics indicated that 
22% of teenagers check social media sites more than 10 times per day, 54% log on at least once 
a day, and 75% have mobile phones.1 As schools increasingly integrate technology into the 
classroom, it is safe to say these numbers will continue to rise. In my experience, the concerns 
educators and parents have around this topic are centered around the impact online activities 
can have on offline behaviors and wellness. As Jewish educators, we have a unique opportunity 
to explore and implement possible interventions and preventative measures. 
 
Jewish education is often based on the texts and lessons rooted deep within our culture. A 
great number of teachings are focused on personal conduct and our interactions with others. 
Personally, I see a strong connection between lashon hara (lit., evil tongue; derogatory speech 
about another person) as it pertains to bullying. As with seemingly everything else in our lives, 
even bullying has been digitized. Now, it is no longer limited to school hallways, buses or 
playgrounds. Cyberbullying can take many forms and while it may not seem as directly 
intimidating as in-person bullying, it still can have profound psychological effects. As Jews, we 
believe we are all created in the image of God, that a life is sacred, and that we should “love  thy  
neighbor.”  It  is  essential  to  communicate  these  lessons  to  provide  perspective  on  the  impact  
bullying has on not only the individual being attacked, but also our spiritual existence and 
relationship with God. One basic tool in reducing the prevalence of bullying is empathy training. 
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Jewish educators have an extensive set of tools that can be applied toward increasing empathic 
behaviors in students. 
 
Beyond cyberbullying, there are many other areas of concern regarding potential negative 
consequences due to social media use in pre-adolescents and teenagers, including self-esteem, 
isolation, and addiction. After studying and providing programming about this topic, I have 
found an inspiring, well-received approach. The key is developing a culture where social media 
is seen as a utility with evolving uses and pitfalls when used without moderation. Mindfulness is 
a practice that is well-suited to this issue. While mindfulness is difficult to satisfactorily define, 
its application to the social media experience involves self-assessment, awareness of the 
emotions a user is experiencing, how the user may appear to others, and consideration of 
potential consequences. 
 
It is important for educators and parents to instill the notion in these pre-adolescents and 
teenagers that a  user’s  online  persona  is  an  extension  of  himself or herself and not a separate 
entity. As Jews, we place a strong value upon respect for God, self, and community. The social 
media experience should reflect these values. 
 
Endnotes: 
1. “Clinical  Report — The Impact  of  Social  Media  on  Children,  Adolescents,  and  Families”  in  

Journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics, published online March 28, 2011. 
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2011/03/28/peds.2011-
0054.full.pdf+html  
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HOT TOPIC: Can adding a spiritual dimension enhance a child’s Jewish identity and practice? 
 
 
SOUL NURTURE:  
IGNITING  AND  MAINTAINING  CHILDREN’S  INTEREST  IN  JUDAISM 
by Yehudis Fishman  
 
 
If I had one message to deliver to anyone who cares about Jewish children,  it  would  be  “Don’t  
extinguish  the  young  embers!”  I can speak not only for myself, but also for hundreds of former 
students. A key factor in awakening and fostering interest in Jewish education is a passion and 
exposure to aspects of Judaism that can rival the longing that children have for the mysterious. 
In this left-brained, competitive, and achievement-oriented world, it often is rationalized out of 
them in contemporary educational circles, across many denominations. 
 
Speaking  about  “orient,” is it any wonder than that so many of our Jewish youth are attracted 
to Eastern cultures and even religions? There is a natural yearning in a pure neshama, perhaps 
hard-wired into the relatively neglected right brain area, for journeying into the unknown, and 
even cognitively, in contrast to experientially, unknowable, mystical areas of life.  
 
When I was around bat mitzvah age, I wandered into a secret room with closed, heavily 
embossed doors at the West End library behind the State House in Boston. The smell of musty 
books assailed me, and I felt myself transported back in time. Most of the books contained 
yellowed, ancient pages, but I pulled off the shelves one English book on Kabbalah, with 
diagrams that were totally arcane, but intriguing.  I withdrew it from the library, took it to my 
Jewish day school, and read it under my desk when whatever class I was in got too boring.  
Once, a rabbi came over, pulled the book away,  and  said  that  I  shouldn’t  be  reading  such  a  book  
at my age. You can imagine what the rest of the class thought! But – that book changed my life. 
It took me out of a humdrum and even depressing welfare home environment into other 
worlds. The idea that there was an entire universe – or many universes –  beyond my reality 
sustained my spirit and has continued to do so. 
 
My point is that no matter what type of belief system a teacher, a school or a family has, if 
there is a lack of awareness and provision for a context in Judaism to sustain the super-rational 
longing in the heart of the student, he or she will try to feed that craving outside of Judaism. 
Arts and other kinds of creative expressions do not have the same intensity and enigma about 
them that stories of split seas, talking donkeys, prophets, or Hassidic masters do. Yes, I am 
taking for granted openness to the miraculous.  I am contending that – without showing, or 
even by downplaying, the Jewish connection to the miraculous. The sensitive soul in particular 
will not be sustained by the existing Jewish curricula of mere facts and cognitive data. Some 
may respond that, in this modern world, these teachings are antiquated. However, I and other 
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effective teachers insist that in what is becoming more and more of a quantum, rather than 
mechanistic, reality, no other approach can come close to exploring rationally unexplainable 
phenomena that parallel the cutting edge of scientific and new age research and findings. Near 
death experiences, studies of indigo children (children who are believed to possess special, 
unusual, and sometimes supernatural traits or abilities), and even facilitated communication 
push the boundaries between the possible and the probable, and arouse the spirit to a fuller 
life experience. 
 
I am not advocating blind faith in every story or mystical teaching that comes down to us. 
However, I am pleading with Jewish educators to examine their conscious or even unconscious 
pre-judgments about the possibility of the miraculous not only to exist, but also to be a vital 
aspect of Jewish tradition. Unfortunately, much of our historical dynamics has involved 
reactivity to perceived extremes in philosophies and life styles – what I would call a fluctuation 
between left brain vs. right brain modalities – rather than to the inclusive richness of our 
tradition. So I suppose I am asking a primarily left brain system to both acknowledge and 
incorporate more right brain perspectives and phenomenon. Without this inclusion, the best 
Jewish education can remain dry and uninspiring. With it, on the other hand, the richness and 
fullness of our tradition can impact our youth like nothing else. As a recent slew of articles in a 
compilation called Klal Perspectives,1 puts it, the corpus of Jewish teachings will be lifeless, 
without bringing soul back into the picture. 
  
How  to  bring  about  this  ‘ensouling’  wisdom is a topic for another article. 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Klal Perspectives: www.klalperspectives.org  
 
 
Yehudis Fishman has been teaching Torah and Chassidic philosophy to peopleof all ages and 
backgrounds for over fifty years both on the East Coast and out West. For six years, she has 
been the spiritual director of Congregation Aish Kodesh in Boulder, Colorado, and continues to 
teach and counsel both children and adults in Boulder and Denver. Her qualities of erudition, 
relevance, sensitivity, and humor endear her to a broad spectrum of multigenerational 
students. She is also the 2012 Boulder recipient of the Grinspoon-Steinhardt Award of Jewish 
Educator of the Year. 
sorayehu@earthlink.net 
 

http://www.klalperspectives.org/
mailto:sorayehu@earthlink.net
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HOT TOPIC: Is text study a necessary part of Jewish service programs? 
 
 
HOW DO WE EFFECTIVELY INTEGRATE EDUCATION 
INTO JEWISH SERVICE PROGRAMS? 
by Julie Gersten 
 
 
Volunteer service has become an integral part of Jewish life. In the past decade, Jewish service-
learning programs have proliferated, offering opportunities for Jews to volunteer in their 
communities at home and around the world. Synagogues and Jewish community centers across 
the country are organizing volunteer days for members and a new generation of students is 
engaging in service projects as part of their b’nai mitzvah preparation.  
  
A growing body of research on Jewish service-learning indicates that service programs can 
provide impactful service to communities in need. They also have the potential to instill a long-
term commitment to social activism in volunteers. However, these outcomes are achievable 
only if service programs integrate a strong educational foundation. Without education, we risk 
sending volunteers to serve who are unprepared; unaware of the cultural, socioeconomic, and 
political contexts in which they work; unsuccessful; and, in the end, disillusioned by the 
experience.  
 
So then, how do we integrate learning into service programs? And how do we do it effectively 
— in a way that that fosters deep and authentic reflection, compels volunteers to examine the 
context of the poverty and injustice in which they work, prepares them to be humble and 
effective in their placements, connects the act of service to Jewish values, and catalyzes them 
to engage in sustained social justice activism far beyond their term of service?  
 
It may seem like a tall order, but with careful consideration and commitment, creating curricula 
that achieves these goals is possible. The following offers three best practices for developing 
high-impact service-learning curricula.  

 
1. Ask the hard questions 

Direct service in underprivileged communities involves negotiating incredibly difficult 
ethical questions. How do we relate to, and respect the dignity of, the people we seek to 
help? How do we navigate our power and privilege and build authentic relationships 
with the community? How do we know when the service we do is effective, versus 
simply a tool for self-fulfillment? These questions mean talking about power, privilege, 
and  the  potential  negative  impact  of  a  volunteer’s  presence  and  service  in  a  community. 
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These are hard questions without easy answers. And answering them theoretically is 
only the first step toward navigating them in practice. However, an effective service-
learning curriculum pushes participants to explore these questions. It challenges them 
to move beyond benignly feeling good about their service to a more sophisticated state 
of inquiry. This higher state fosters critical humility, awareness, and responsibility in 
participants. It is where they learn to be effective volunteers and social justice 
advocates.  
 

2. Integrate Jewish text and tradition as a source of guidance when grappling with big 
questions 
A 2011 report on Jewish volunteerism concludes that most Jews between the ages of 18 
and 35 volunteer, but only a small minority connect their volunteerism to Jewish 
values.1 Integrating Jewish content into service-learning curriculum is a critical part of 
ensuring this connection is forged. Such content provides participants with a Jewish 
experience, supports them to connect Jewish practice to social justice, and, ultimately, 
empowers them to speak and work on behalf of global justice within the American 
Jewish community. But how can we integrate Judaism in a way that makes it authentic 
and relevant to program participants who often aren’t  connecting their Judaism and 
social justice practices?  
 
One solution is to bring Judaism into the curriculum to support participants as they 
grapple with questions that arise in their experience. For example, on AJWS service-
learning programs, participants are given Jewish texts and asked to think of them as 
additional voices in their conversation, propelling them to explore their own questions 
more deeply. We  also  look  to  Jewish  tradition  to  support  participants’  learning  and  to  
make Jewish practice relevant to them. For example, participants often study texts —
both Jewish and secular — in chavruta, a dynamic Jewish learning mode in which two 
partners jointly work through a text. This model of learning supports fellows to build 
relationships with each other and provides a forum for healthy debate and intellectual 
engagement. 
 
This kind of integration of Jewish content is different than cherry-picking Jewish texts to 
support an argument or creating separate time for Jewish study on programs. It 
demonstrates to participants that Judaism can be a relevant tool and source of guidance 
for them as they attempt to answer the tricky ethical questions that frame their 
volunteer experience and their future activism.  
 

3. Ground the curriculum in the experience 
An effective service-learning  curriculum  meets  participants  where  they’re  at.  It  flows 
organically out of their experience and responds to the questions and issues they are 
grappling with over the course of their volunteer placement. When writing service-
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learning curriculum, your first task should be to go into the trenches with your 
participants — find out what they will be questioning at each stage of their placement. 
Mapping  the  arc  of  participants’  experiences  will enable you to anticipate what they 
need. Ultimately, centering the curriculum on participants’  questions  provides  them  
with space to process their experience and deepen their perspective — helping them to 
reflect and grow as volunteers and as individuals.   

 
These best practices are based on my experience developing service-learning curricula at 
American Jewish World Service (AJWS). They are the product of an intensive and collaborative 
learning process between AJWS staff members, former volunteers, and colleagues in the field 
of service-learning. They also are incomplete. Answering the question of how to effectively 
integrate education into service programs requires continued exploration and collaboration. By 
sharing our best practices, I hope to expand our collaborative learning process to include a 
greater number of practitioners and provide support to new service-learning curriculum 
developers. Volunteer service has become a central component of Jewish life. Integrating a 
strong educational foundation into Jewish service programs is critical to ensuring that 
volunteerism is an effective act of social justice and reflection of Jewish values.  
 
This essay is based on a blog post series written for Repair the World. To join the conversation, 
visit http://repairlabs.org/category/ajws-blog-post-series/.  
 
 
 
Endnotes 
1. Chertok et al. Volunteering + Values: A Repair the World Report on Young Adults. Repair the 
World, 2011. Available at http://werepair.org/blog/volunteering-values.  
 
 
Julie Gersten is a Program Officer in the department of experiential education at American 
Jewish World Service (AJWS). In her three years at AJWS, Julie has developed and managed a 
range of educational materials and service-learning curricula that promote the values of global 
citizenship in the American Jewish community. She holds an MSc in Human Rights from the 
London School of Economics and a B.A. in Political Science from Vassar College. 
jgersten@ajws.org 
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HOT TOPIC: Is experiential learning too demanding for Jewish schools? 
 

 

CHALLENGES TO IMPLEMENTING EFFECTIVE EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION  
by Gabe Goldman  
 
Experiential education / learning (EE) is not new.  It has been a part of American Jewish 
education for decades.  Years before EE entered the lexicon of Jewish education with the 
publication of Bernard Riesman’s The Jewish Experiential Book: The Quest for Jewish Identity,1  
Jewish schools offered field trips, model seders, sukkah programs and weekend Shabbaton 
retreats.   Over the past three years, however, EE has been become increasingly popular, the 
newest  “new  initiative” in American Jewish education.  EE programs and professional positions 
are popping up across the country.  And many Jewish educators are discovering that it is far 
more difficult to implement experiential education than they had anticipated.   
 
As the Director of Experiential Learning at the American Jewish University in Los Angeles (and a 
Jewish experiential educator for 30 years), I worked with Jewish schools and camps across the 
United States to develop EE programs and to train their staffs in the best practices of  EE.  
Rarely have I found that implementing any kind of new curriculum is easy -- and experiential 
education is no exception.  Here is a case in point: 

A  Jewish community high school decided to “go  experiential” across all of its 
grade levels and took the correct steps in making the transformation.  School 
leaders enlisted the support of its feeder schools; the school board funded a 
position for an Experiential Education Specialist; and class time was changed 
from once a week on weeknights to a once-a-month weekend retreat at a Jewish 
retreat center.  The new EE Specialist and the School Director developed 
experiential themes for each grade level and the EE Specialist 
adapted/developed teaching activities based on thematic goals.  The school 
hired the teva (nature) staff at the retreat center to develop and staff an 
experiential program of Jewish environmental studies for its tenth graders.    
By all conventional measures, the new approach initially appeared to be 
succeeding.  Enrollment increased in each of the first two years.  Student 
absenteeism decreased greatly, as did student behavior problems.   However, in 
the third year, numerous problems became clear.  For example, teacher 
dissatisfaction was at an all-time high.  Teachers felt that they did not have 
adequate time to become comfortable using the activities they were given and 
to accomplish all of the goals expected of them.  They therefore began to make 
unilateral decisions about which activities to use and which goals to achieve.  
Additionally, they would frequently resort to having small group discussions 
rather than implementing more active lesson formats.   
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By the end of the year, the school scrapped the rest of its transformation plans 
and returned to a more conventional approach.  While it continued to take its 
students to the retreat center, it opted to run classroom programs with only a 
small percentage of time devoted to more active, experiential learning.  What 
happened?   
 

Unfortunately, this school’s  failed  experiment is not unique, but rather points up three of the 
primary challenges to establishing successful and ongoing EE.    
 
 
Educators Need a Better Grasp of Experiential Education Principles and Practices 
 
Very few Jewish educators realize that experiential education is an educational philosophy with 
defining qualities and guiding principles (whose roots are found in Talmud).  Instead, Jewish 
educators  think  of  EE  as  a  type  of  “informal”  education  that  takes  place  outdoors.    This  explains  
why so many schools are shifting their classes to “summer camp settings.”   It also explains the 
attitude that “if we just take students outdoors, they will have a phenomenal educational 
experience.”  But this does not happen without the skilled intervention of trained Jewish 
educators.  And we just do not have enough of them now.  What does not work is to simply 
transplant classroom teachers into the outdoors.  Nor does it work to hire camp counselors to 
be teachers without giving them extensive additional training.   
 
More importantly, Jewish educators need to understand that experiential education is NOT 
defined by being in the outdoors or by the degree to which students feel they are at camp.  
Ultimately, what determines experiential learning is whether students relate to their education 
as an experience (to be recalled, reviewed, cherished, and applied to their own lives), rather 
than as just another life event that is soon forgotten.   
 
Based on a seven-year study of experiential education (in such diverse settings as Orthodox 
yeshivot and on Birthright trips to Israel) conducted by Jewish Experiential Fellows and graduate 
students in experiential education at the American Jewish University,2 it is now clear that 
students are more likely to relate to an event as an experience if four particular conditions are 
met.  Each of these involves a specific relationship -- between students and each other, 
students and their curriculum, students and their teachers, and students and their learning 
environment.  Briefly stated, these relationships are:  

 Feeling a community relationship to other students. 
 Having a relationship of trust with their teachers, 
 Believing that what they are learning has immediate value to them. 
 Being in a learning environment that allows them to feel that what they are doing is 

exciting.  
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(A side note:  The most effect EE educators were found to give much thought to how to design 
a particular learning environment to bring about a desired experience.) 

 
 

Experiential Teaching Takes More Time 
 
Using experiential teaching techniques takes more time, a lot more time, than using 
conventional teaching techniques.  For example, consider the difference between teaching 
students about the Kotel (Western Wall) by showing them pictures and reading a Wikipedia 
article on the Internet vs. having them construct a three-dimensional model of the Wall.  It is 
simply not realistic to expect teachers to achieve the same number of goals and to cover the 
same amount of material when using experiential teaching techniques.  When teachers cannot 
achieve the number of goals expected of them, their only option is to achieve some goals and 
to ignore others.  Most teachers do not like being put in this position and, in fact, it is not the 
best practice to have teachers make unilateral decisions about school goals.      

 
 

Lack of Experiential Curriculum 
 
Curriculum is far more than a list of subject matter.  It is a process through which what is being 
taught, why it is being taught, and how it is being taught are brought into harmony.   Traditional 
curriculum leans heavily on what is taught, with only a nod toward the why and very little 
guidance about the how.  Experiential curricula also must address how best to change the 
learning environment to bring about the desired experiences.  This might mean anything from 
putting up posters in a classroom to seeding a trail with objects that students can find on a 
nature walk.  Most of what are being called experiential curricula are instructions on how to 
carry out specific learning activities.    All  too  often,  teachers  are  given  a  version  of  the  school’s  
traditional curriculum and told to make it experiential.  This approach is a recipe for failure.  It 
places tremendous stress on teachers and generally results in their making only a minimal 
commitment to using creative and experiential teaching techniques.          
 
 
Recommendations 
 
1.   School administrators and teachers need to understand the underlying principles of 
experiential education so that they can implement it effectively both in the classroom and 
beyond the classroom setting.  
2.   Schools and camps need to devote more resources to developing experiential curricula that 
guide teachers through the entire teaching process -- from the introduction of the subject 
matter to the final evaluation.  
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3.   School leaders and directors of Experiential Education need to review the goals teachers are 
asked to achieve to determine if they are reasonable.    
4.   A new type of curriculum needs to be designed and produced for experiential educators --
one which provides all of the resources they need to use, including a visual demonstration 
(possibly through YouTube) of how to use the resources most effectively, as well as a selection 
of experiential evaluation tools to gauge what in the curriculum works best, what can be 
improved, and what needs to be changed to suit a specific school.    
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Riesman, Bernard. The Jewish Experiential Book: The Quest for Jewish Identity. Jersey City, 

NJ: Ktav Publishing Inc., 1979.  
2. Unpublished study with anticipated publication date of 2014.  
 
 
Prior to his recent move to Pittsburgh, Dr. Gabe Goldman was the Director of Experiential 
Learning at the American Jewish University in Los Angeles, CA. Now serving as director of 
Outdoor Jewish Classroom, Gabe has over 40 years of experience as a Jewish educator, is 
nationally recognized as one of the founders of the Jewish environmental movement, has 
published dozens of articles, and is author of Guide for the Spiritually Perplexed: A Jewish 
Meditation Primer. 
primskills@yahoo.com 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
  
               

mailto:primskills@yahoo.com


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. 
 
 
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. 



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. 
 
 
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.  
dcherman72@gmail.com 
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HOT TOPIC: Should we provide a conceptual framework for spiritual growth in our classrooms? 
!
!
A!CALL!FOR!MAPS!OF!SPIRITUAL!GROWTH!IN!JUDAISM!
by!Jordan!Hill!

!

Two!explorers!arrive!on!the!shore!of!a!country!where!neither!has!ever!travelled.!!They!both!set!

off!on!their!own!into!this!new!and!wondrous!land!with!the!earnest!hope!to!traverse!it!and!find!

their!way!to!the!far!shore.!!Each!senses,!however,!just!how!many!tangled!paths,!unhelpful!

diversions,!and!potential!obstacles!await.!!All!the!same,!there!is!one!crucial!difference!between!

them!that!will!undoubtedly!impact!their!prospects:!!the!first!traveler!has!a!map!while!the!

second!traveler!does!not.!!On!whose!success!would!you!bet?!!Even!if!this!second!traveler!has!an!

excellent!sense!of!direction!and!stops!frequently!for!guidance!along!the!way,!the!lack!of!a!“big!

picture”!and!overall!trajectory!provided!by!a!map!would!clearly!be!a!significant!impediment,!

quite!possibly!preventing!this!explorer!from!arriving!at!his!or!her!goal.!!!!

As!a!Jew!who!is!committed!to!ongoing!spiritual!growth,!I!relate!to!this!second!explorer!within!

the!Jewish!tradition.!!Like!that!traveler!I!have!plenty!of!drive,!a!decent!sense!of!direction!when!

it!comes!to!feeling!my!way!into!the!spiritual!core!of!Jewish!practices,!and!I’ve!definitely!gotten!

much!advice!along!the!way.!!Yet!in!all!my!years!as!a!student!of!Judaism,!while!I’ve!

heard!!increasingly!more!people!talk!about!spirituality,!I!have!encountered!very!little!material!

that!could!rightfully!be!considered!a!“map”!of!the!territory!of!spiritual!growth—which!isn’t!to!

say!that!such!maps!don’t!exist.!!With!a!tradition!as!vast!and!deep!as!Judaism,!there!are!of!

course!a!variety!of!takes!on!spiritual!growth,!and!indeed!I!have!caught!“whiffs”!of!them!along!

the!way.!!One!example!came,!not!surprisingly,!from!Kabbalah!and!the!pattern!known!as!the!

Tree!of!Life.!!There!are!many!interpretations!of!its!symbology,!one!of!them!being!that!the!Tree!

represents!a!path!through!various!ways!of!relating!to!the!Divine.!!I!recently!encountered!

another!type!of!map!from!our!tradition—Maimonides’!description!of!the!process!of!becoming!a!

prophet,!aka!someone!who!develops!the!capacity!to!have!a!very!direct!experience!of!God!in!

their!lives.!!So!clearly!it’s!not!that!Judaism!lacks!these!conceptual!frameworks.!!Yet!it!is!striking!

that!in!all!the!countless!hours!I!have!spent!in!Jewish!learning!environments,!this!topic!hasn’t!

been!more!clearly!laid!out.!

What!would!it!look!like!if!such!maps!were!taught!in!mainstream!Jewish!classrooms?!!As!a!good!

Jew,!I!can’t!help!but!answer!a!question!with!more!questions!!!In!particular,!I!think!that!a!deeper!

engagement!with!a!big!picture!of!spirituality!would!lead!us!to!explore!and!attempt!to!answer!

such!questions!as:!!What!is!spiritual!growth,!anyway?!!What!is!the!range!of!possible!human!

experiences!with!God?!!What!kinds!of!experiences!are!reserved!for!“special”!people!(like!

Moses),!and!what!types!of!experiences!are!available!to!us!all?!!How!deep!can!a!“normal”!



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.!
!

!

person!really!go?!!And!what!are!the!emotional!and!cognitive!impacts!of!such!deep!

experiences?!!Are!there!ways!of!taking!spiritual!experiences!and!harnessing!them!such!that!

they!can!lead!to!lasting,!inner!transformation?!!What!are!the!different!types!of!transformations!

that!exist!and!how!do!they!fit!together?!!Are!there!stages!of!transformation,!and!if!so,!what!are!

they!and!what!are!the!different!obstacles!and!opportunities!that!present!themselves!at!these!

various!stages?!!How!do!people’s!views!of!the!world,!themselves,!and!others!change!as!a!result!

of!such!transformations?!

Ideally,!a!map!would!provide!a!conceptual!framework!that!would!begin!to!address!these!

questions!while!inevitably!raising!more.!!It!would!give!us!the!trajectory—a!sense!of!what!is!

possible!as!far!as!spiritual!growth!and!what!such!growth!would!look!like—while!at!the!same!

time!serving!as!a!guide!that!provides!direction!and!other!crucial!information!as!one!moves!

along!the!various!paths!it!describes.!

As!I!have!moved!along!my!own!path!as!a!Jewish!educator,!I!have!seen!how!the!lack!of!clear!

maps!has!created!limitations!for!my!students!when!exploring!the!spiritual!dimensions!of!

Judaism.!!We!engage!in!wonderful!discussions!and!handsUonUexperiences!together,!and!our!

classUtime!leaves!us!with!new!concepts!that!are!fun!to!discuss!and!new!practices!and!

perspectives!that!are!interesting!to!apply.!!How!much!more!powerful!it!would!be!if!we!had!a!

clear!line!of!sight!along!which!to!direct!all!these!ideas!and!efforts!!

For!instance,!let’s!say!that!I’m!working!with!a!group!of!teens!on!the!Sh’ma.!!We!discuss!

different!ways!of!interpreting!the!idea!of!God’s!oneness,!and!then!I!lead!them!in!a!guided!

meditation.!!In!our!postUmeditation!sharing,!I!discover!that!a!couple!of!students!had!some!

rather!profound!epiphanies!about!the!oneness!of!everything.!!How!wonderful!!!They!have!had!a!
spiritual!experience!and!that,!in!itself,!is!a!blessing.!!Yet!in!just!a!matter!of!minutes,!they’re!

going!to!leave!our!class!and!reUenter!the!rest!of!their!lives,!with!parents!and!friends!and!

homework!and!internet!and...!!Their!spiritual!experience!might!result!in!an!afterglow,!but!

chances!are!that!it!will!shortly!fade!from!their!mind!and!have!a!limited!impact!on!their!lives.!

On!the!other!hand,!imagine!if!we!had!at!our!fingertips!a!conceptual!map!for!spiritual!

experiences!and!growth.!!Before!the!students!even!leave!the!class,!we!could!discuss!where!

experiences!of!oneness!fit!into!the!big!picture!of!spiritual!growth.!!Maybe!my!understanding!of!

the!map!would!allow!me!to!address!some!of!the!likely!feelings,!positive!or!negative,!that!come!

up!as!a!result!of!such!an!experience.!!Perhaps!I’d!be!able!to!provide!them!with!certain!practices!

or!perspectives!that!they!could!use!to!carry!their!experience!out!into!the!rest!of!their!life.!!I!may!

be!able!to!share!with!them!guidance!on!how!to!use!this!experience!as!the!basis!for!cultivating!

other!qualities,!such!as!an!ability!to!see!themselves!in!others!and!thus!develop!more!

understanding!and!kindness.!!
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Whatever!the!specifics,!the!basic!idea!is!that!we!learn!by!taking!in!new!information!and!fitting!it!

into!our!minds’!everUdeveloping!models!of!the!world.!!For!an!idea!to!stick,!it!needs!context;!for!

an!experience!to!be!transformational,!it!needs!to!be!integrated;!and!this!is!the!function!of!

maps—to!present!a!conceptual!framework!that!provides!context!and!thus!leads!to!integration!

and!inner!growth.!

And!we!Jews!are!thirsting!for!such!growth.!!Just!look!at!the!sheer!numbers!of!us!who!have!been!

drawn!to!(and!are!even!teaching!within)!experiential,!mystical!traditions!such!as!Buddhism!

(Jewbus),!Hinduism!(Hinjews),!and!Sufism!(Jewfis).!!While!quite!diverse!even!within!themselves,!

the!Western!versions!of!these!traditions!often!stress!the!idea!of!spiritual!growth,!provide!goals!

for!such!growth!(such!as!enlightenment),!and!lay!out!progressive!steps!along!the!path!to!such!

goals.!!This!oft!talked!about!mass!Jewish!migration!clearly!has!many!causes,!and!a!major!one!

has!to!do!with!the!transmitters!of!our!tradition!not!making!maps!for!spiritual!growth!more!

easily!accessible.!!

This!is!not!a!particularly!novel!idea!on!my!part.!!Many!Jewish!leaders!and!educators!have!come!

to!similar!conclusions!and!are!trying!to!bring!more!spirituality!into!their!synagogues,!

communities,!and!classes.!!The!point!I!want!to!emphasize!here!is!perhaps!just!this:!adding!more!

spiritual!activities!may!not!be!enough.!!They!will!satisfy!some,!but!without!the!context!provided!

by!a!map,!their!impact!will!be!limited.!!There!will!be!those!who!want!more,!those!who!want!

their!spiritual!engagement!to!have!a!trajectory.!!Thus!it’s!not!just!about!spirituality—!it’s!about!

spiritual!growth.!!It’s!about!becoming!increasingly!effective!at!presenting!the!possibilities!and!

maps!for!such!growth!to!our!students!so!that!they,!like!the!first!traveler!in!the!mysterious!land,!

can!make!it!to!where!they!want!to!go.!!

!

!

Jordan0Hill0is0a0storyteller0and0dramatic0educator0for0whom0high7energy0storytelling0is0
inextricably0bound0to0his0extensive0teaching.0He0now0teaches0at0Tucson’s0Jewish0Day0School0and0
Hebrew0High,0yet0slips0into0a0metaphorical0phone0booth0to0fly0around0the0country,0weaving0
wonders,0turning0tales,0and0teaching0storytelling.0

jordanhillstoryteller@gmail.com!
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HOT TOPIC: Can we meaningfully engage teens by using them as classroom aides? 
 
 
SEEKING PEOPLE & PURPOSE 
by Rachel Kasten  
 
 
In addition to providing a high-quality Jewish educational experience for our students currently 
enrolled in a religious school, congregational educators also are tasked with recruiting new 
students to fill our classrooms.  The trend towards being unaffiliated has synagogues 
scrambling to attract new members.  While synagogues are an important – and the most 
common - entry point to Judaism, the questions I ask an educator are these: are each of these 
members truly Jewishly involved (beyond their checkbooks)?  And what can we be doing to 
ensure that our students retain this involvement into adulthood? 
 
Growing up in an area with a small Jewish population, I often heard  the  expression,  “You  
cannot  become  a  Jew  by  osmosis.”    If  this  is  true,  then  simply  becoming  a  member  of  a  
congregation does not make you (and keep you) Jewish.  I believe that the deeper issue is not 
recruitment, but engagement.  It is what Ron Wolfson of Synagogue 3000 referred to as 
“connectedness.”    Once  a  person  makes  the  commitment  to  become  a  member  of  a  synagogue,  
are they spiritually fulfilled?  Are they becoming part of a kehillah kedoshah (holy community)?  
Are they finding a meaningful way to contribute to the congregation?  If the answer to these 
questions is “no,” then their tie to the Jewish community may be tenuous at best. 
 
The process of becoming connected should not begin in adulthood.  If we can engage youth 
more meaningfully in congregational life, they will be more likely to seek out synagogue 
involvement after, or even during, college.  Adolescents present a particular challenge, as teens 
don’t  just  feel  disengaged  from  the  synagogue, they feel disengaged from society as a whole.  
Adolescence is a period in which young people are testing boundaries placed on them at home 
and school and actively rejecting anything  they  deem  “not  worth  their  time.”    Too  often,  
attending religious school or being Jewishly involved falls into this category.   
 
Connection does not happen by osmosis; synagogue professionals need to be deliberate in 
providing opportunities for connectedness.  In The Spirituality of Welcoming,1 Wolfson suggests 
two  main  “ingredients”  for  increasing  connectedness:  people  and purpose.  Too often, teen 
involvement in a congregation has only one of these ingredients, and the opportunities are 
purely social.  The madrichim program at Isaac M. Wise Temple in Cincinnati, OH, in which 
teens serve as classroom aides, is a wonderful example of providing both.  Participation in the 
program creates an instant social group, as well as a clearly articulated purpose within the 
congregational community. 
 
We refer to the madrichim as  “Team  Madrichim,”  because  they  are  a  dedicated,  spirited  group  
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that works together, learns together, and plays together.  The year begins with an orientation 
that focuses on community building, and it ends with an appreciation luncheon so that they can 
celebrate their accomplishments together.  Within each classroom, teachers and madrichim 
(usually three in each class), work together as colleagues.  Our teens represent nearly a dozen 
different high schools, but this shared experience truly creates a kehillah kedoshah. 
 
Being a madrich at Wise is more than just showing up on Sunday mornings (or Wednesday 
afternoons) and handing out papers or making copies.  The madrichim take an active role in the 
classroom, from reading stories and leading games to developing and teaching their own 
lessons.  At the beginning of the school year, they articulate personal goals that their mentor 
teacher helps them accomplish.  This  isn’t  menial  work;  it’s  meaningful work.  We treat their 
role as a real job with real responsibilities, giving them a clear purpose for ongoing synagogue 
engagement.  Post-graduation, many of these teens seek out teaching positions in local 
religious schools near their college campuses, and we offer assistance in the form of 
recommendation letters. 
 
This is just one model for helping adolescents find meaningful Jewish involvement, and we 
continue to explore other connection points as well.  Combating the challenges of synagogue 
recruitment must begin with providing compelling reasons to become - and stay - part of the 
Jewish community (i.e., people and purpose).  We must continue providing opportunities for 
meaningful  engagement  and  community  building  so  that  today’s  Jews  are  tomorrow’s  Jews  as  
well. 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Wolfson, Ron. The Spirituality of Welcoming: How to Transform Your Congregation Into a 

Sacred Community.  Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2006.  
 

Rachel Kasten is entering her fourth year as the Assistant Director of Education & Youth 
Programs at Isaac M. Wise Temple in Cincinnati, OH.  She is from Raleigh, NC, where she 
previously worked as an educator in two congregations and as Camp Director at the JCC.  Rachel 
holds a BA in Sociology from NC State and a certificate in Nonprofit Management from Duke 
University. 
RKasten@wisetemple.org 
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HOT TOPIC: What role can teaching American history play in establishing a positive Jewish 
identity? 
 
 
How I Accidentally Became A Jewish Historian:  
The Imperative for Teaching American Jewish History 
by Etta King 
 
 
Like many recent college grads, I left my undergraduate program head held high, 
diploma in hand, and ready to go out into the world and make my mark. After a brief 
stint as an outdoor educator, I made the bold move to leave my job and headed back 
home for a  brief  stint  of  what  I  like  to  call  “funemployment.”  As  my  hunt  for  a  new  job  
began, I had to confront some complicated questions such  as  “What do I want to do? 
Who  do  I  want  to  be?  How  can  I  accomplish  my  goals?”  And,  in  the  not-so-tactful words 
of a close  friend,  “What real skills  do  I  actually  have?” 
 
After much bubbling and churning, I decided my teaching experience and background in 
educational policy made me well suited for several different career tracks, but I had one 
rule  for  myself:  I  wasn’t  going to work for “The Jews.” After being raised in Habonim 
Dror, being active in my synagogue, and attending Brandeis University, I felt I could 
make a bigger impact if I looked beyond the community I had always been a part of. The 
Jewish context of my work  didn’t  seem  as  important  to  me  anymore,  and, in fact, I felt it 
may have been holding me back.  
 
I broke the monotony of funemployment by researching organizations and jobs, 
dutifully (read: begrudgingly) completing my goal of writing to 8 or 9 a week. After two 
and a half months, I had heard back from two places and neither seemed like the right 
fit.  That’s  when  I  came  across  an  ad  for  a  Jewish  historical  organization  whose  mission  is  
“to  uncover,  chronicle,  and  transmit  to  the  broadest  possible  audience the untold 
stories  of  American  Jewish  women.”  My  first  thought?  YAWN.  At  Brandeis, I took classes 
in almost every department — including a class in farming and one in the history of 
electronic  music.  The  only  departments  I  didn’t  touch?  Women’s  and  Gender Studies, 
History, and Near Eastern Judaic Studies. Why then, I reasoned, would I ever want to 
work there? Not only was it a Jewish organization, but it also was an organization that 
worked in the three subject areas I found least interesting! 
 
I’m  not  sure what motivated me to click the link to the site. Maybe it was the unending 
cycle of cooking and cleaning the kitchen that was my payment for living at home. 
Maybe it was the loneliness I felt being isolated from anyone my age, let alone my 
friends. Or maybe, just maybe, there was something inside me that wondered if I was 
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wrong to reject a Jewish professional track. So on I went. I clicked through videos of old 
ladies talking about dance and cooking, I read a few encyclopedia articles, and then I 
clicked on a link promoting stories of Jews in the Civil Rights movement. While I really 
hadn’t  heard  of  Abraham  Joshua  Heschel  (*gasp*),  John  Lewis,  I  knew.  Martin  Luther  
King? Duh. And as I clicked through the photos and posters on the site, all of the Civil 
Rights songs I had learned at Jewish summer camp started flowing through my head.  
 
And then — bam! Up popped a photo of a bunch of kids flying a NFTY banner at the 
March on Washington in 1963. Of course, I thought to myself at first, Jews are 
everywhere! But there, suddenly, in one picture, was my story. The story of young Jews 
taking a stand for equality; building friendships through social action; and doing Jewish 
on the streets, in the fields, and at rallies instead of in a synagogue or school. I was 
hooked. As I waded deeper into the material I found other people I felt I knew — a 
woman who, like my non-Jewish grandmother, scrapped tradition to go and work for 
racial equality in a male-dominated context. A young college student who, like my dear 
friend from  Brandeis,  ventured  into  a  summer  of  “social  justice  activism”  and  left  feeling  
conflicted about the effectiveness and morality of her presence in the community. 
These stories — captured in letters, interviews, and photographs — made an explicit 
connection between the experiences of my youth and my desire to make a positive 
impact on the world in my adult life. 
 
Lest you think this is a blatant advertisement for my place of employment, I want to 
drive home my real point: The stories are what make the difference. It is the way we 
teach history, the narrative we choose to tell, and the sources we use to tell it that will 
create meaning for our students. We probably can agree that memorizing dates, key 
figures, and events is not enough. But neither is a celebratory narrative that follows the 
arc  of  “they  attacked  us,  we  fought,  we  won,  let’s  eat”  or  the  narrative  of  victimhood  
and persecution that often comes with the focus in Jewish history classes on the story of 
European and Soviet Jewry and the Shoah. Lastly, the study of history that explores the 
achievements, challenges, and life experiences of specific people who resemble our 
friends and family allows us (teachers and students) to relate historical stories to our 
own stories, taking history out of the past and placing it on a continuum that begins 
before our births and will continue long after we die. 
 
I  have  now  worked  at  the  Jewish  Women’s  Archive  for  a  year  and  a  half,  and, in that 
time, I have done what I thought might be impossible. I have reconnected with my 
personal Jewish practice, reignited my interest in Jewish culture, and discovered a new 
interest  in  collecting  my  own  family’s  history.  On  top  of  that,  and  perhaps  less  willingly,  I  
have become a keeper and promulgator of the American Jewish story. In the last 
eighteen months, I have learned a lot about why history is such a powerful tool for 
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meaningful Jewish education, and I will summarize that here (for those of you who 
skipped to the end after the second paragraph): 
 
Why should we teach Jewish history? Why should we strive to share it more effectively 
with our students? 
 

1. The study of American Jewish history bridges the identities of Jewish young 
people — it connects who they are as Americans, Jews, and youth with the 
legacy of their cultural predecessors. By exploring sources that describe the 
challenges of social justice work, or the conflict that Judaism may create in the 
pursuit of social justice, students can see that they are not alone and that this 
important work they are doing is not always easy — but  it’s  okay. 

2. History brings Jewish principles alive for students who feel distanced from the 
teachings of traditional Jewish texts and can help them construct a narrative of 
Jewish thought that links ancient writing to contemporary issues. For an 
increasing number of Jewish young people, Jewish education is taking place 
outside of the traditional institutions in which we, their teachers, grew up. The 
diverse range of religious beliefs, knowledge of Jewish text, legal tradition or of 
Hebrew often presents challenges to educators working in pluralistic contexts. 
Photographs, letters, audio recordings — these are Jewish texts that all students 
can access and investigate in the same way they might scrutinize a passage from 
the Talmud. They raise deep questions about Jewish tradition, law, values, and 
morality, and have a clearer connection to students who may feel distanced 
from traditional Jewish text. 

3. History  is  something  that  everybody  has.  You  don’t  have  to  agree  on  language,  
tunes or politics. We each have a story, and each story is part of the complete 
narrative. Studying history through primary sources inherently makes the learner 
curious about his or her own story. Students wonder where they or their families 
fit in to the events they learn about. If we as educators can nurture this natural 
curiosity, we can help students establish a stronger connection to their personal 
stories, as well as to the collective narrative of the Jewish people. 

 
In  conclusion,  as  a  person  of  “The  Book,”  I  often have struggled to find a textual 
connection to my Jewish identity. Through my own investigation of historical documents 
and exploration of individual stories, I have become a prouder, more knowledgeable, 
and more curious Jew. I have also found deeper meaning in my professional and 
volunteer work — even that which happens outside of a Jewish context. And perhaps 
most importantly, I have acquired a commitment to preserving the legacy of my own 
family, making the Jewish story richer and more complete for the generations of Jews 
the world does not yet know. 
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HOT TOPIC: Should we integrate Judaism and a secular subject like math in a day school setting? 
 
 
JEWISH  PI  DAY:  MAKING  A  SECULAR  SUBJECT  MORE  JEWISH… 
AND MORE ENGAGING  
by Lawrence Mark Lesser 
 
 
Introduction 
I was blessed with the opportunity to integrate Judaism and mathematics when I took a leave 
of absence from a university mathematics education position to upgrade my experiential base 
with full-time pre-collegiate teaching experience – working two years as mathematics 
department chair and teacher at Emery High, a new pluralistic Jewish community high school in 
Houston. To make my teaching more meaningful and motivational for my students (and for 
myself), I sought, compiled, created, and implemented connections to Judaism with a range of 
students for varied classes and assemblies, and I described those efforts in a 2006 article1 that 
appears still to be the most comprehensive overview of areas of Jewish mathematics for 
classroom use. The current paper is intended to supplement, not supplant, my 2006 paper in 
the Journal of Mathematics and Culture. 
 
Gematria2 is generally the first or even the only  topic  that  comes  to  people’s  minds  when 
considering the intersection of Judaism and mathematics, but I include in my 2006 paper many 
other examples, including quotations about mathematics from traditional Jewish sources and 
sages; mathematical  “firsts”  (first  statistical  graphic,  first  fair  division  problem,  etc.); counting 
(permutations, marking time, etc.); connecting mathematical and Jewish ideas about the 
infinite; mathematical modeling; use of geometry in Judaism; connections between structures 
of logic used in mathematics and Judaism; and connections to Jewish text, customs or games 
(e.g., dreidel). Had my time at Emery (which spanned teaching algebra I, geometry, algebra II, 
pre-calculus, and calculus) included teaching a statistics class, I would have also referenced the 
excellent Jewish connections to probability and statistics concepts in a 1973 book by N. L. 
Rabinovitch.3 
 
Some of the hands-on explorations I used (not necessarily explicitly connected to Judaism) were 
deemed  interesting  enough  to  be  published  in  Houston’s  Jewish Herald-Voice, such as a photo 
of my geometry students building polyhedra from marshmallows and pretzel sticks4 and a 
photo of my calculus students using sliced fruit to explore the disk method of finding the 
volume of a solid of revolution.5 
 
Pi Day at Jewish Schools 
We now consider the particular annual mathematical celebration known as Pi Day. Since 1989, 
math classes, math clubs, and museums from coast to coast have observed Pi Day each March 
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14; it is a chance to celebrate the too-often-unsung beauty and connections of math in our 
world, and, in 2009, House lawmakers enshrined the day as a national holiday across the U.S. 
We can write March 14 as 3-14, and 3.14 is the beginning of the special number called pi (which 
since 1706 has been represented by the 16th lowercase letter of the Greek alphabet) that you 
get from dividing the distance around a circle by the greatest distance across that circle. March 
14  also  happens  to  be  the  birthday  of  one  of  history’s  most  famous  Jewish  scientists, Albert 
Einstein.  
 
In my  first  spring  at  Emery  High,  I  conducted  that  school’s  first  ever  Pi  Day  celebration.  I  
planned  a  collection  of  events,  including  “problems  of  the  day”  posted  in  the  hallways,  
mathematics-related art and writing contests, and explorations connected to a best-selling 
novel with pi in the title6 that had been required reading for the entire school the previous 
summer. Details of these activities appear in my 2004 article in Mathematics Teacher.7 
 
After working for two years at the Jewish high school in Houston, I began a university 
mathematics education position in El Paso. As an outreach effort to the El Paso Jewish Academy 
(the  city’s  pluralistic  community  day  school  for  grades  1-8),  I  initiated  and  launched  the  EPJA’s  
debut Pi Day celebration on March 14, 2008. This time, the format was primarily an hour-long 
whole-school assembly making interdisciplinary connections to pi, supplemented later in the 
day by activities individual teachers implemented in their classrooms and donated 
refreshments (pie!) during recess. A half-page  article  about  this  event  appeared  in  El  Paso’s  
Jewish newspaper.8 
 
A challenge with the assembly was not only that the students were younger, but also that there 
were a larger number of grade levels spanned. As an example of a strategy to bridge the range 
of  students’  backgrounds  (and  to  add  more  interactivity),  we  defined  parts  of  the  circle  first  
with  informal  language  (e.g.,  “distance  across  a  circle”  and  “distance  all  the  way  around  a  
circle”)  before  introducing  the  formal  terms  (i.e., diameter and circumference, respectively). To 
help students remember the formal terms, we made connections with etymology. For example, 
to help students remember the meaning of circumference, I asked students to think of other 
words that began with the “circum”  prefix.  Some  of  the  examples  generated  in  the  room  
included circumnavigate (e.g., to sail around something – an island, globe, etc.) and 
circumstances (i.e., the situation around you). An unplanned Jewish connection was made 
when someone ventured the  word  “circumcise,”  which  indeed  involves  circular  cutting. 
While pi can  be  defined  as  “how  many  diameters  it  takes  to  go  around  a  circle,”  we  
incorporated it into an active learning activity by having students use a tape measure to find 
the distance across the circular object they had been asked to bring to school the day before. 
The students then observed how many of those lengths it took to go all the way around their 
circular object, and they all found it was slightly more than three.  
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The state-mandated high-stakes test provides approximations for the value of pi (3.14 and 
22/7), and also provides formulas involving pi: the circumference and area of a circle and also 
the surface area and volume of a cylinder, cone, and sphere. While noting the role of pi on 
standardized tests achieved reluctant acknowledgment of its importance, there was a more 
enthusiastic response when connections were made between the geometric solids and foods 
commonly eaten at Jewish meals. For example, a chickpea or a matzah ball can be considered a 
sphere and a slice of kishka can be considered a cylinder. An explicit connection to the volume 
formulas can be made9 (Bodner, 2001) by noting that traditionally a prayer is said after eating 
food if and only if the volume exceeds one k’zayis (roughly half an egg or one large olive). The  
Jewish Voice article10 depicts other activities in the assembly – estimating pi by a formula based 
on how often toothpicks dropped onto a grid of parallel lines landed on a line (this 18th-century 
demonstration is included in my 2004 article11) and modeling the 22/7 approximation of pi by 
inserting a line of 7 students across a circle of 22 students.  
 
A highlight of the assembly that was perhaps the most unexpected curricular integration was to 
explore the value of pi in Tanach.  In my 2006 article,12 I discuss how the implied value of 30/10 
= 3 (an error of 4.5%) for pi can be obtained from I Kings 7:23, which is in the Haftarah read by 
Sephardic congregations for Parashat Vayakheil:  

“He  made  the  ‘sea’  of  cast  [metal]  ten  cubits  from  its  one  lip  to  its  [other]  lip,  circular  all  
around, five cubits its height; a thirty-cubit  line  could  encircle  it  all  around.”   

 
This pasuk became a vehicle for an active learning exploration about standard and nonstandard 
units  of  measurement.  Each  student  measured  his/her  own  “cubit”  or  “amah”  (i.e.,  distance  
from elbow to tip of the longest finger) and found the values to have natural variability. 
Students also found it interesting to learn that the Talmudic value for a cubit also varied –
depending on which of the two Temples was in place or whether the measurement was for 
particular religious versus secular purposes.  
 
My 2006 article13 also goes on to discuss how the error in the approximation of pi can be 
brought down to about 1% by taking into account I Kings 7:26 and the thickness of the vessel, 
and dividing 30 by 9 2/3 cubits.14 Applying a more subtle and technical approach to I Kings 
7:23,14 the ratio of gematrias for the two different forms (  קוה and קו)of the Hebrew word for 
“line”  is  (100  +  6  +  5)/(100  +  6)  =  111/106.  Multiplying  this  “correction  factor”  of  111/106  by  the  
original approximation of 3 yields 333/106, which has an error of only 26 parts per million.  
Some  fascinating  “big  picture,” beyond-the-book discussions about the nature of mathematics, 
epistemology, and the universe can be generated by introducing quotations from rabbinic 
debates  about  topics  such  as  “rounding.”  In  one  class,  I  facilitated  discussion  of  the  quote  of  
Maimonides in his 12th-century commentary on the Mishna (Perush Ha-Mishna, Mishna Eruvin I 
5):  

“You  need  to  know  that  the  ratio  of  the  circle’s  diameter  to  its  circumference  is  not  
known as it is never possible to express it precisely. This is not due to a lack in our 
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knowledge…but  it  is  in  its  nature  that  it  is  unknown,  and  there  is  no  way  [to  know  it],  
but  it  is  known  approximately.” 
 

Day schools that include Talmud study can certainly encounter measurements and calculations 
involving mathematical figures such as circles (e.g., Eruvin 13b, 14a, 76a-b; Succah 7b-8b). 
Consider the statement of Eruvin 4:8 about the allowable walking region on Shabbat:  

“[one  could]  travel  within  2000  cubits  in  any  direction  as  [though  he  was  within]  a  circle  
[while] the Sages say: As [though he was within] a square, so that he wins the benefit of 
the  corners.”   

 
Several other connections between Talmud and mathematics are discussed or cited in my 2006 
article.15   
 
I found that curriculum integration was easiest to create (and to justify to any skeptical 
stakeholders) when my examples closely paralleled the mathematical content and structure of 
scenarios already in standard textbooks. In an example discussed in my 2006 paper,16 one of my 
high  school  assessments  took  my  students’  geometry  textbook’s  vignette  of  an  archaeologist  
estimating the size of an ancient plate by finding the circumcenter of a surviving outer fragment 
of the plate, and changed the context so that  the  plate  fragment  came  from  a  Jewish  couple’s  
engagement ritual (tana’im) where their mothers break a plate. The example was additionally 
effective and immediate because the students had recently studied Jewish wedding rituals in 
their Judaics class and had learned that plate fragments are sometimes offered by the bride to 
unmarried relatives for good luck.  
 
In addition to their intrinsic interest and value, these enhancements connected to school 
culture and activities and appeared to help motivate additional students towards a broader 
view of and deeper engagement with mathematics, and possibly with Judaism as well. (There 
were times that I gave an example of Jewish mathematics for which the Jewish component was 
not totally familiar to some of the students,  and  I  always  took  the  time  to  “catch  them  up”  as  I  
would with any context that happened to be unfamiliar to some students.)  
 
It is hoped that this article will inspire other educators to create, compile, and share additional 
examples so as to facilitate  further  students’  conceptualization  and  experience  of  both  
mathematics and Judaism as realms that are not disconnected collections of facts, but are, in 
fact, intimately connected with each other and with other realms of knowledge and real-life 
experience. 
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HOT TOPIC: Does pluralism make Judaism stronger and more appealing? 
 
 

EMPOWERMENT AND PLURALISM: THE WAYS IN AND WITHIN JUDAISM  
by Eliana Light 
 
  
This past year, I was education coordinator for Hillel at Brandeis University. Although I had 
many other Jewish jobs that year (Hebrew school teacher, bar mitzvah tutor,  children’s  services  
leader, etc.), I learned about Jewish education from my experience with Hillel. As a microcosm 
of the larger Jewish community, Hillel reflects and grapples with issues and questions that drive 
us, and has been a place for me to experiment, discuss, and reflect on some possible solutions. 
Those challenges include how to engage the unengaged and how to connect those already 
engaged to each other. In other words, empowerment and pluralism.  
 
Why  “empowerment”  and  not  “engagement?” “Engagement”  tends  to  view  Jewish  education  
as a numbers game. How do we get more people in the door? How do we ensure the continuity 
of such-and-such Jewish institution? These questions are frustrating to me and others in my 
generation. We have been told since we were children that we are the Jewish future, that we 
need to care and participate in the organized Jewish community. But we were rarely given a 
compelling reason why. Why should we give our time and effort to something if it has no 
personal meaning?  
 
As  the  saying  goes,  “every  Jew  is  a  Jew  by  choice.”   Those who haven’t  chosen need a 
compelling reason to choose Judaism. This can come only if they feel empowered to take 
ownership of their Judaism. Students need to feel that the Torah is theirs, that the tradition is 
theirs, that the siddur and the holidays and the culture are theirs. And we need to let them 
know  that  their  contributions  matter.  To  paraphrase  Rabbi  Elie  Kaunfer’s  remarkable  speech  to  
the GA last year,1 “we  don’t  just  want  you  to  fill  a  seat,  we  want  you  because  you  have  a  unique  
voice and can contribute your insights, time, and talent to the benefit  of  us  all.” My generation 
is a start-up generation, a DIY generation. The more spaces we have for fostering pathways in 
to Judaism, the more people will feel invested, feel ownership, feel curiosity, and start seeing 
Judaism as a journey and not an  endpoint.  We  can’t  just  hand  people  something,  call  it  Judaism,  
and expect them to join in.  
 
My personal answer is the performing arts. That is why I write, sing, and dance through a 
Jewish lens. Refracting tradition through that lens makes it mine and connects me to a 
community of Jews who connect the same way. This is what I love about my internship with the 
Bible Raps Project. Bible Raps runs workshops with students of all ages to learn text and write 
and record a midrash “rap.”  By  rapping  the  words,  students are actively taking ownership, 
contributing their own voice to a tradition of interpretation. Trying to find additional methods 
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of empowerment, more ways in, is the driving force behind most of the creative work going on 
in Jewish education today. But  we  can’t  frame  it  in  terms  of  how  many  seats  we  fill.  Once  
they’re  in  the  seat,  do  we  have  something  meaningful  for  them?  Can  we  help  tell  them  that  
they have something meaningful for us? 
 
The  second  half  of  the  “Hillel  question,”  pluralism,  is  in  my  mind  a  greater  challenge.  Pluralism  
was recently defined to me by  Rabbi  Sharon  Cohen  Anisfeld  as  “choosing  to  engage  with  the  
fact  of  diversity.”  But  why  is  this  important?  If  we  don’t  engage  with diversity, we resort to 
tribalism, cutting ourselves of from those who are different so we can never be challenged in 
our beliefs. This leads to mistrust, misunderstanding, fear, and even hate of other groups. They 
can be viewed as a threat, or inferior, or inauthentic. The only way to combat this is to get 
people of different Jewish views talking to each other.  
 
At Brandeis, it proves to be a substantial challenge, as every denomination not only has a 
minyan, but also a group that runs social, educational, and cultural events. This fact, coupled 
with our lack of a building, means that someone could spend his or her entire four years at 
Brandeis without bumping in to a Jew of a different stripe. A lot of people grow up without ever 
experiencing this, either. For example, when I was a kid at a Conservative shul, I thought that all 
Orthodox were misogynist. No one ever told me this outright, I just inferred it for myself. It was 
not until I met Orthodox individuals and heard their stories that I could counteract this. I hear 
these  stereotypes  all  the  time.  Some  people  may  believe  that  Reform  Jews  don’t  care  about  
tradition,  or  that  Orthodox  Jews  don’t  care  about  women,  and  they  will  keep  believing  this  until  
they meet and talk with someone for believes otherwise.  
 
I understand pluralism as having two dimensions: confrontation and celebration. Confrontation 
involves discussing our differences without leaving our strongly-held beliefs at the door, 
encouraging the asking of questions, and fostering a community where people neither judge 
nor fear being judged. Hillel at Brandeis tackled this head on when we debated whether or not 
to say a communal Hamotzei at Friday night dinner. Although in the end we went back to our 
old ways, it was the conversation that mattered, getting people in the same room talking. 
Celebration, on the other hand, is about coming together around what unites us. That same 
semester we held a monthly communal Havdalah, followed by ice cream.  Although we choose 
to pray at different minyanim, we can come together to eat, sing, dance, and sway, bringing us 
closer as a community. 
 
This semester has confirmed for me without a doubt that empowerment and pluralism are the 
building blocks of a vibrant, meaningful Jewish community. I may only have one more year at 
Brandeis to make an impact on the Hillel community, but my journey within the Jewish 
community will last the rest of my life. 
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Endnotes 
1. Op-Ed  published  on  the  Jewish  Telegraphic  Agency’  website  and  based  on  this  speech  can  

be found at http://www.jta.org/news/article/2011/11/07/3090171/op-ed-return-torah-to-
its-place-of-glory.   

 
 
Eliana Light is a dynamic educator working in the greater Boston area. A recent graduate of 
Brandeis, Eliana runs creative tefillah services, tutors for B'nai Mitzvah, and is Education 
Director of Bible Raps, an innovative organization that uses hip-hop to teach Torah. She is also 
working on her first CD of original Jewish music.  
www.ElianaLight.com 
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HOT TOPICS: Is Hebrew reading/decoding difficult for English speakers and does peer learning 
help? 

 
 

PEERS HELPING PEERS 
by Emily Rex 
 
 
You only have to go to one or two Jewish education conferences to learn that everyone has a 
“hot  topic,”  whether they teach in a day school or supplemental school, or whether they work 
with young children or young adults. When I attended my first NewCAJE conference and began 
teaching fourth grade supplemental school in the fall, I  didn’t  yet  have  my  own  personal  “hot  
topic.”  As  a  new  teacher  who was also going to school full time  for  a  master’s  degree  in  special  
education, however, I saw a significant lack of research-based methods for teaching children to 
read Hebrew. I had a classroom of 21 students, some of whom also were coping with ADHD or a 
learning disability, and needed easy-to-implement teaching strategies that would help me 
provide effective instruction to diverse learners. 
 
After fruitlessly searching for evidence-based practices for teaching at a supplemental school, I 
decided to use English reading strategies to teach Hebrew reading. I found several research 
studies to support the use of English reading strategies in foreign language classrooms ,1 and 
found one particular method that was perfect for my large classroom: peer-assisted learning 
strategies for reading (PALS). PALS, created by Douglas Fuchs and Lynn S. Fuchs at Peabody 
College of Vanderbilt University, has been a research-based practice since 1989 and received 
“Best  Practice”  status  from the U.S. Department of Education.  
 
PALS is successful because (1) when students work in pairs, they are on-task more frequently 
than during whole-class instruction; (2) students receive thorough training in the peer-assisted 
method; (3) students engage in reciprocal tutoring, so each student receives peer-directed 
instruction; and (4) the PALS method provides students with specific activities and tasks to 
accomplish during an instructional session.2 PALS also aligns with the Jewish chevruta tradition 
of relying on a peer or friend to enhance learning; however, PALS is more appropriate than 
chevruta for young children learning Hebrew, because PALS incorporates a high level of 
structure and method for corrective feedback. 
 
As I set out to research the effects of PALS in my classroom, I also expanded my knowledge of 
the orthography of the Hebrew language to identify exactly why Hebrew reading is difficult for 
English-speaking students. Hebrew is difficult for English-speakers for many reasons, including 
reading direction, sounds not present in the English language, different orthographic structures 
(letters, dots, and dashes), multiple functions of dots and letters, and the presence of final 
letters.3  Indeed, the challenges facing students learning to read Hebrew are many.  When I 
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casually discussed these issues with other Jewish educators, they affirmed that these problems 
are important, but not new. They were interested and hopeful that finding teaching strategies 
for Hebrew reading that were grounded in research would lead to positive results. I, too, was 
hopeful that the results of a study in Hebrew reading strategies would not only lead to positive 
results, but also would help my large classroom of students enjoy reading Hebrew. After all, 
one of my motivations for becoming a supplemental school teacher was to provide students 
with a more positive and engaging experience than I had at their age. 
 
After securing Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, I conducted a pilot study this spring. 
The PALS method I chose to use with my class was adapted from an oral reading fluency model 
described by McMaster et al.4  To pair students appropriately, I assessed students using a 
simple one-minute reading test. Then, I paired high achieving students with lower achieving 
students and adjusted pairs to prevent behavior issues during reading sessions. Once in pairs, 
students spent about 20 minutes reading to each other. In the first 10 minutes, one student 
took on the role of the reader and the other took on the role of the tutor, stopping and 
correcting the student every time he or she made an error. After 10 minutes, the students 
switched roles.  
 
After only a few PALS sessions, I saw improvement in almost all students in my classroom. I saw 
the most dramatic improvements among the lowest achieving readers. One student in my 
classroom improved her progress monitoring assessment score from zero to 15 words read 
correctly per minute. These hopeful findings led me to believe that PALS was successful in my 
classroom and has potential for success in many Hebrew reading settings, including both day 
schools and supplemental schools. 
 
Following the pilot phase, I identified several areas for improvement. After seeing only a 
modest improvement among high achieving readers, I started teaching this fall with a plan to 
use PALS along with differentiated instruction. By providing all students with an appropriate 
challenge for their reading level, I encouraged them to make more significant strides in their 
reading progress. To provide students with an appropriate challenge, they were placed in one 
of three reading groups (low-, middle-, and high-achieving) and pairs were formed within these 
groups. Also, after successfully implementing several Positive Behavioral Support (PBS) 
strategies in my classroom throughout the pilot year, I have developed more concrete PBS 
strategies to encourage active participation in the peer reading program, including a token 
economy and behavior and attention games to play during PALS.5 
 
The problem of teaching Hebrew reading to English-speaking students, whether in a day school 
or supplemental school, is indeed an age-old problem. Teaching these students to read Hebrew 
not only benefits their academic success, but also promotes synagogue skills and a deeper 
connection to the Jewish identity. As a 21st-century teacher, grounding Hebrew reading 
instruction in research-based practices and continuing to advance the science and art of 
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teaching Hebrew allow tremendous benefits for our students, teachers, and Jewish society as a 
whole. 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Chang, A. C-S.    “The  Effect  of  a  Timed  Reading  Activity  on  EFL  learners:  Speed,  

Comprehension,  and  Perceptions”  in  Reading in a Foreign Language (2010), 22(2), 284–303. 
Retrieved from http://nflrc.hawaii.edu/rfl/October2010/articles/chang.pdf and Grabe, W.  
“Fluency  in  Reading:  Thirty-five  Years  Later”  in  Reading in a Foreign Language (2010), 22(1), 
71–83. Retrieved from: http://nflrc.hawaii.edu/rfl/April2010/articles/grabe.pdf 

2. McMaster,  K.  L.,  Fuchs,  D.,  &  Fuchs,  L.  S.  “Research  on  Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies: 
The Promise and Limitations of Peer-Mediated  Instruction”  in  Reading & Writing Quarterly 
(2006), 22, 5–25. doi:10.1080/10573560500203491. 

3. Ibrahim,  R.    “How  Do  Bilinguals  Handle  Interhemispheric  Integration?  Evidence  from  a  
Cross-Language  Study”  in  Journal of Integrative Neuroscience ( 2009), 8(4), 503–523. doi: 
10.1142/S0219635209002241. 

4. McMaster et al. Op. Cit. 
5. Kerr, M. M. & Nelson, C. M.  Strategies for Addressing Behavior Problems in the Classroom. 

Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, Inc., 2010. 
 
 
 
Emily Rex is a fourth-grade teacher at Temple Emanuel Religious School in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, and  is  currently  pursuing  a  Master’s  degree  in  Special  Education  at  the  University  of  
North Carolina at Greensboro. Learn  more  about  Emily’s  research on peer-assisted learning 
strategies for Hebrew at her website, https://sites.google.com/site/peerreading4hebrew/.  
goldarex@gmail.com 
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HOT TOPIC: Can meditation address classroom management issues and bring a spiritual 
focus to Jewish education for children?  
 
 
THE NERVOUS NELLIES IN OUR CLASSROOMS 
by Rosie Rosenzweig 

 
The latest book on Jewish neurosis raises a worrisome arena for Jewish educators.   
“Monkey  Mind”  by  Daniel  Smith1 is a memoir about the worries, which plagued him 
from childhood until now, when, as a married adult, he relapses again and again.  
Moments of calm do furnish his landscape, but there is still the recurrent struggle. 
 
You don’t  have  to  be  a  Jewish  youngster  to  be  subject  to  the  new  age  of  anxiety  that is 
making more nervous nellies out of them. The new age of anxiety is fueled by the 
technology that keeps them informed and connected, and may drive them crazy. 
Witness Jason Russell, whose personal Web documentary exposing the horrors of 
African warlord Joseph Kony went viral.  Eight days after the steady stream of comments 
made  him  sleepless  in  San  Diego,  he  was  diagnosed  with  “reactive  psychosis,”  a  
temporary insanity.    According  to  Newsweek,  everyone  is  susceptible:  “The  average  
teen  processes  an  astounding  3,700  texts  a  month.”2   
 
So where can our children find relief?  Daniel Smith describes popping Xanax and his 
struggles with women before his marriage. Can the answer be found anywhere in Jewish 
education?   The numerous Jewish Buddhists I have met vote with their feet as they 
silently find a meditation pillow in some Buddhist storefront, retreat, or weekend at 
fashionable  vacation  spas.      “Monkey  Mind,”  by  the  way, is the Buddhist term for the 
restless mind that attaches to anything and everything without a true focus or purpose.  
Buddhist psychology, ardent in its dismal of the Creator as being without proof, teaches 
only to calm the mind, and it forms the basis for the Positive Psychology movement that 
dismisses  Freud  as  being  the  perpetuator  of  “stories  “  that  distract  us  from  being  in  the  
“here  and  now.” 
 
In the 1950s, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson, saw the trend.  
The leading Western Buddhists were Jews whom never found peace in Judaism.  Sylvia 
Boorstein  is  outstanding  for  her  commitment  to  Conservative  Judaism,  but  she  hasn’t  
got much company.   I wrote about my personal distress with this issue in my book, “A  
Jewish Mother in Shangri-la,”3 when my son became a Buddhist and trained to be a 
Lama at the advice of his Tibetan Buddhist teacher.   When I returned from my travels 
with him to meet his teachers, I started reading everything I could about Jewish 
meditation and became an ordained Jewish meditation teacher my self.  I learned that 
the Rebbe, when he was alive, apparently orchestrated a meeting with folks like Aryeh 
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Kaplan4 and Perle Besserman.5 He requested that they begin writing about Jewish 

mediation and they did so, with numerous books.  Kaplan authored 48 books before his 

early death, and Besserman runs a Zen center on the East Coast. 

 

Later in the 20th century, many Jewish centers, like Chochmat HaLev in Berkeley, began 

offering training in Jewish meditation for lay teachers.  The Institute for Jewish 

Spirituality was founded for rabbis, cantors, and Jewish professionals. Eilat Chayyim also 

had workshops in the field. 

 

These endeavors seek to answer the anxiety that is a recurrent undertow in the 

restlessness of Jewish youth.  Even without training, teachers can improvise with silence 

after the Shema, or even silence at the beginning of each class.  One teacher in an inner 

city secular school introduced a five-minute silent beginning to each day. Of course, 

resistant was rampant, but, by the end of the year, students thanked her for giving them 

some time to ponder, to think about their life, and to work a way out of the ghetto.  

Only five minutes can bring our young, nervous nellies back to their breath and the here 

and now.  Try it. Please.   

 

 

Endnotes: 

1. Smith, Daniel.  Monkey Mind. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012.  

2. “iCrazy:  Panic.Depression.Psychosis.  How  Connection  Addiction  is  Rewiring  Our  
Brains”  in  Newsweek, July, 18, 2012.  

3. Rosenzweig, Rosie. A Jewish Mother in Shangri-la. Boston, MA: Shambhala 

Publications, 1998.  

4. See http://www.ou.org/about/judaism/rabbis/kaplan.htm. 

5. See http://www.perlebesserman.net/.  

 

 

Rosie Rosenzweig is the Resident Scholar at the Women’s  Studies  Research  Center at 
Brandeis University. 
jewmomro@brandeis.edu 
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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.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
Endnotes: 
1 Yussman, Yonatan. Prayer in Jewish Community High School: Generation Y – Jews in 
Era of Unlimited Choices. Ann Arbor, MI: ProQuest, UMI Dissertation Publishing 
2012. 
2 Golombek, Erik. “Action Research Report on an Approach for Creating Meaningful 
Tefillah Experiences in Middle School.”  Online at 
http://www.lookstein.org/online_journal.php?id=43.  
3 Lev, Tsafi & Rosner, Yonatan.  “The Four Children: Nurturing Diverse Daveners”  in  
RAVSAK-HaYidion, Winter 2010 edition. 
4 For more about  the  NCJHS’  student  led  tefillah program see: Lev & Rosner, Op. Cit. 
and Yussman, Op. Cit., pp. 71-133. 
 
 
 
Yonatan Rosner is an educator passionate about Jewish leadership and spirituality. 
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 
West Hills, California. 
rosneryoni@yahoo.com  
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HOT TOPIC: Is content or connectedness more important to Jewish identity today? 
 
 
JEWISH CONNECTIVITY: THE GOAL OF JEWISH LEARNING TODAY 
by Arnold Samlan 

 
 

When I began my career, the primary focus of Jewish learning was content mastery. One could 
master Tanach, Talmud, Hebrew literature, Jewish history. Our metrics for success were 
longitudinal  outcomes:  graduates’  memberships  in  campus  life  and  in  adult  synagogues, future 
support of Jewish causes, and reduced interfaith marriage. 
 
Along came the Information Age. Our quest for content mastery was helped by technologies 
that put content into convenient places, cross-referenced and hyperlinked. Yet, as all this great 
content became easily accessible, infinitely more content appeared. With that came the 
realization that nobody was going to be able to be the kol bo, the person who could master 
everything. As the ability to access Jewish knowledge was flattening the playing field, people 
looked to create their own personal brand of Jewishness and Judaism. Finally, there was 
recognition: Dues memberships no longer effectively measured success and that interfaith 
marriage was no longer universally accepted as a measure of failure.  
 
With this arose the growth of networks and collaboration. The new wisdom became: Since you 
can’t  know  everything,  know  more  people.  Fill in blanks in your knowledge and in your Jewish 
life using technology and your network. 
 
In practical terms, I know good amount of Talmud, but am history-challenged. If I need the 
historical context that tells me why an ancient rabbi ruled on an issue in the way that he did, I 
can crowdsource it. Someone in my network will know the answer. 
 
And our students? They, too, cannot master all content they need to lead exceptional Jewish 
lives, given challenges of time, budgets, and such. What they can master are skills and 
motivation linking them to Jewish knowledge, Jewish wisdom, and the Jewish people. Along 
with that must come the ability and desire for Jewish learners to create their own paths, 
balancing what it means to be an individual Jew with what it will mean to be part of an 
emerging Jewish community of the future. 
 
My humble opinion is that the goal of Jewish learning today is to build the connectivity -- the 
capacity -- that empowers Jews to connect to other Jews, Jewish families, Jewish 
communities, and Jewish wisdom and knowledge. 
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Being a Connected Jew 
 

I propose defining new success measures in these areas: 

 Connectedness to the Jewish people. 

 Connectedness to Jewishness. 

 Connectedness to Jewish historical experience. 

 Connectedness to Judaism. 

 Connectedness to Jewish texts, wisdom, and values. 

 

Connectedness to the Jewish people: 

 Number and percentage of Jewish friends and social contacts. 

 Participation in tzedakah under Jewish auspices and/or benefitting Jewish recipients. 

 Participation in Jewish community events and organizations. 

 Following news related to Jewish communities and to Israel. 

 “JEWDAR”  – The ability to spot other Jewish individuals and to find one self in a group of 

Jewish individuals in social settings.  

 

Connectedness to Jewishness: 

 Visiting Israel. 

 Reading Jewish authors who write about Jewish characters or Jewish concerns. 

 Owning Jewish or Israeli art and music. 

 Consciously purchasing Israeli products. 

 Inviting those who are not Jewish to partake of Jewish events or observances. 

 Engaging in family conversations around issues of Jewish interest. 

 

Connectedness to the Jewish historical experience: 

 Relationship to the Jewish calendar – Connectedness to Jewish holidays, ancient and 

modern. 

 Connectedness to Jewish historical events – Knowing the major events in the history of 

the Jewish people and affective connection to those events. 

 Involvement in Jewish genealogy  – Curiosity  about  one’s  ancestry.  

 Connectedness to modern historical events  – The Shoah and birth of the State of Israel 

are recent enough to warrant special mention as events to which the connected Jew will 

have a particular affinity. 

 

Connectedness to Judaism: 

 Participation in Jewish rituals, such as fasting on Yom Kippur, attending a seder, reciting 

blessings, lighting a Hanukkah menorah. 

 Using Shabbat and Jewish holidays to mark time and to rest (however s/he defines it). 

 Observance of some level of kashrut and/or Eco-kashrut. 
 Participation in Jewish study. 
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 Having a mezuzah on the door of his/her home. 
 Increasingly the practice of mikva, long the domain of only the Orthodox (and even 

there, not universal), is entering the mainstream as a feature. 
 
Connectedness to the Jewish wisdom, texts and values: 

 Ownership (and actually opening) a Tanach. 
 Ownership (and reading) Jewish books: classical as well as contemporary Jewish wisdom 

and knowledge. 
 Regularity of visits to websites dedicated to Jewish wisdom and texts. 
 Participation in volunteer work that is motivated by Jewish values. 

 
 
Jewish Connectedness – Why Be Jewish? 
 
The goal of all Jewish learning must be to build the capacity of all Jews to connect. That 
connectivity requires social skills, technological skills, and critical thinking. It also requires a 
shared vocabulary (including basic Hebrew knowledge) and shared cultural expectations. The 
knowledge to be mastered today is that which gives the Jewish people the ability to play in the 
same sandbox, including understanding the shared stories that define us. 
 
In  today’s  world,  why  be Jewish at all? 
 
1. Being Jewish provides a lens through which to see the world. Being Jewish is not there to 

close us off from our neighbors (or spouses or other family members who are not Jewish); it 
is a way of relating to them that is grounded in our experience. 

2. Jewishness is a means to an end – the goal of a peaceful world, one in which human needs 
are met. 

3. Jewish peoplehood, as expressed in community, is a powerful model for other peoples of 
the world. 

4. Being Jewish is a path towards the Godly, the holy.  
5. As Jews, we contribute to the cumulative wisdom of the world in which we live. Our 

people’s  wisdom  and  literature  are  a  part  of  humanity’s  wisdom. 
 
Let’s  join  forces  in  looking  for  how  to  best  educate  connected  Jews  for  an  exciting  Jewish  
future. 
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Rabbi Arnold D. Samlan is founder of Jewish Connectivity (www.JewishConnectivity.com), a 
consulting and Jewish Life Coaching practice. An innovative and creative Jewish educational 
leader and rabbi, his programs and teachings impact learners, leaders, and professionals 
nationally. His podcast, Meet Me at the Tzomet (Intersection), connects challenges of everyday 
life to Jewish wisdom ( http://jcastnetwork.org/Tzomet). 
arnolddsamlan@gmail.com 

http://www.jewishconnectivity.com/
http://jcastnetwork.org/Tzomet
mailto:arnolddsamlan@gmail.com
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HOT TOPIC: How do we set and meet our stated goals in Jewish education? 
 
 
“IT  TAKES  A  VILLAGE”  TO  RAISE  JEWS 
by Naomi Sandberg 
 
 
There’s  a  concept  in  educational  planning  called  “beginning with the end in mind.” As we plan 
Jewish educational experiences for the next generation, we need to begin with what we hope 
the next generation of young Jewish adults will look like.  Then we need to figure out how to 
get them there. 
 
So, what do we hope our next generation of young Jewish adults will look like?  When I think 
about this question, as a parent, I  can’t  help  but  think  of  my  own  young children.   I hope that 
as Jewish adults they make Shabbat an important part of each week that is spent with family 
and friends.  Their bond with Israel should be strong.  They should be well versed in prayer skills 
and meaning so they could walk into any synagogue and, despite some minor differences in 
liturgy and tune, follow along and participate comfortably in the service.  Giving tzedakah 
(charity) and performing acts of hesed (kindness) should be second nature to them.  Celebrating 
holidays with ritual and tradition should be a regular part of their lives.  They should, without 
question, identify as Jews and plan to raise Jewish children. Above all, each one should grow up 
to be a mensch! 
 
So how do we get them there?  How do we change the culture from that of a drop-off, drive-in 
kind of way of life?  We drop off our kids and you make them Jewish.  How do we change 
people’s  perception  of  Jewish  life  from  just  an  obligation  to  an  integral  part  of  life?  How do we 
make Judaism relevant to this next generation of Jews?  
 
If anyone had the magic formula, I  wouldn’t  need  to  write  this.  What I can tell you is that 
whatever approach you take, it needs to be authentic.  We need to partner with parents so that 
Judaism  isn’t  something  that  kids just do at shul, but rather it’s  integrated  into  all  aspects of 
their lives.  We  need  to  create  real  and  meaningful  experiences.    We  can’t  just  teach  about  
Shabbat in the classroom, we need to celebrate it regularly with family and friends.   In addition 
to students learning how to read/chant prayers, they need to attend services with their families 
(those services can be modified and age-appropriate) and  actively  participate.  Israel  shouldn’t  
just be a unit that is taught on Yom Ha’atzmaut or in a particular grade. Israel needs to be 
infused in the school, a part of every grade, year round.    
 
In congregations, we need to look at the whole educational experience, beginning in early 
childhood (or earlier) and continuing through adult experiences.  There needs to be a team 
approach to Jewish education -- bridging all departments, clergy, early childhood, 
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supplemental, day school, family education, and youth.  For Jewish education to succeed, it 
must be a combination of content, skill building, and affective experiences. The partnership 
between home, school, and synagogue is vital in creating these meaningful experiences. Jewish 
education is a “Dor  l’Dor”  process; each generation has a responsibility to learn from and teach 
the other.  After  all,  “It  takes  a  Village”  to  raise  future  Jews. 
 
Naomi Sandberg is the Assistant  Principal  of  the  Talmud  Torah  at  B’nai  Israel  Congregation  in  
Rockville, MD.  She has worked in both day school and congregational school settings for over 
20 years. She believes that her job as a Jewish educator is to be a facilitator of active learning. 
naomi@bnaiisraelcong.org 

 
 

mailto:naomi@bnaiisraelcong.org
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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
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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. 
 
 
Judith Schiller is the Director of the Retreat Institute of the Jewish Education Center of 
Cleveland. 
jschiller@ameritech.net 
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HOT TOPIC: Can a Bar Mitzvah tutor teach about becoming a Jewish adult by example? 
 
 
REFLECTIONS  FROM  A  B’NAI  MITZVAH  TUTOR 
by PJ Schwartz 
 
 
Her Bat Mitzvah is ten months away, and Beth isn’t  sure  that  Judaism  is  “her  thing”  because  her  
friends  are  telling  her  that  they  feel  sorry  for  her  because  she’s  Jewish.    Michelle doesn’t  want  
to have a Bat Mitzvah because she may embarrass herself.  Jeremy, who has been privately 
tutored in Hebrew for two years, wants to learn to read prayers, but the work that he would 
have  to  put  into  learning  prevents  him  from  “doing  normal  stuff.”    And  there’s Becca, who is 
discouraged because of how overwhelming it has become to learn both Torah and Haftarah 
trope. 
 
On paper, if I just spent my hour with my students correcting their reading mistakes, asking 
them to slow down when they are reading a prayer, and ending my sessions reminding them to 
practice and do their homework, I would be “doing  my  job.”  But if I were to simply do my job, I 
wouldn’t  know  that  Beth had been attending youth group events with her friends and was 
constantly  told  she  needed  to  be  “saved” by her Christian friends.  If all I did was correct her 
reading  mistakes,  I  wouldn’t  know that Michelle was laughed at the one time she publically 
spoke in front of a group of people.  If all I did was tell Jeremy to slow down when reading, I 
wouldn’t know that he was on the lacrosse team and his friends were mad at him for not 
coming to practice  because  he  was  meeting  with  me.    If  I  just  taught  Becca  trope,  I  wouldn’t  
know  that  she  felt  like  she  would  be  letting  everyone  down  if  she  didn’t  fulfill  the  optional  
requirements for having a Bat Mitzvah.   
 
Growing up in a small Jewish community, I always felt different from my peers because I missed 
school  to  attend  High  Holy  Day  services,  or  I  couldn’t  participate  in  extracurricular  activities  on  
Wednesdays or Sundays because I was attending Hebrew/Religious School.  When I entered 
seventh grade, I knew that my Tuesdays were shot because I was meeting with my Bar Mitzvah 
tutor.  I dreaded going; all I wanted to do was play video games and watch TV with my brother.  
At the surface, my reasons for not practicing were typical for any boy my age.  However, like 
Beth, some of my friends told  me  that  I  couldn’t  let  Jesus  in  my  life  if  I  had  a Bar Mitzvah.  Like 
Michelle, my classmates laughed at me when I fainted while presenting a book report.  There 
were  plenty  of  times  I  couldn’t  have  a  tennis  lesson  because I was preparing for my Bar 
Mitzvah.  And I vividly remember wanting my speech to be perfect because, if  it  wasn’t, I felt 
like I would be letting my parents down. 
 
I  could  just  tutor  these  teenagers  in  Hebrew,  but  being  a  tutor  doesn’t  just  mean  teaching 
someone a specific subject, it means being a mentor for them.  Every week, we spend at least 
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ten minutes talking to each other about what’s  going  on  in  their  lives.    I  remind  them  that  they  
can call, text, or email me even if they just need someone to talk to.  To be a tutor means 
encouraging your students to do their best, helping them overcome their struggles, and giving 
them a safe space to learn and grow.    
 
I’ve  come  to  learn  that  even  though  many  of  my  teenagers  rebel  and  say  they  don’t  want  to  
have a Bar or Bat Mitzvah,  it’s  primarily  because  they  don’t  have  confidence  in  themselves.    It’s  
because  they  don’t  want  to  feel  they  are  doing  it  for  someone  other  than  themselves,  and  it’s  
because  it’s  hard  for  them  to  explain  to  their  friends  why  a  Bar or Bat Mitzvah is such an 
important part of Judaism.   
 
Being a teenager is difficult.  Everything is changing, and you are feeling more pressure from 
your  peers  than  you’ve  ever  felt  before.    You  want  to  be  independent,  but  you  also  want  to  fit  
in.  If teenagers feels like they are being nagged about practicing, or are forced to have a Bar or 
Bat Mitzvah with the explanation that “it’s  something  that  has  to  be  done,” I  wouldn’t  blame  
them for not wanting to have a Bar or Bat Mitzvah.  So, each week, I show interest in their lives 
and what’s  important  to  them,  and  I help them find ways both to study for their Bar or Bat 
Mitzvah and  do  all  the  other  things  they  feel  that  they  can’t  do  because  of  Hebrew.    I  don’t  
force them to practice, I practice with them.    I  remind  them  that  I’m  learning  their  Torah 
portion with them.  I make sure their parents can work with them at home.  If their parents 
can’t  read  Hebrew,  I  provide  transliterations  of  the  prayers as well as recordings  of  a  student’s  
Torah portion, and encourage them to sit in on the lesson so they can be part of the process.  
At the end of the day, I think teenagers  don’t  want to feel alone.  They want to feel like they are 
part of something.  If you show you are committed to them and their  growth,  they’ll  commit  as  
well.  
 
I  recognize  that  you  can’t  develop  a  close  relationship  with  every  student  you  work  with.    It  
sometimes  just  doesn’t  happen.    But  you  can  try.    You  can  make  the effort to go above and 
beyond by giving your students a place to speak their mind and someone to trust, and you can 
help them develop confidence because they are doing something they want to do instead of 
something they have to do.  We can help our students see the potential that we see in them.  
After all, we aren’t  just  tutors  – we are counselors, teachers, and coaches.   
 
I’ve  always  thought  that  the  Bar or Bat Mitzvah is the recognition that a person is ready to 
begin their journey of self-discovery.  By offering support, encouragement, and listening, we 
can help our students succeed in this quest. 
 
 
 
PJ Schwartz is nearing completion of his rabbinic studies at Hebrew Union College-Jewish 
Institute of Religion in Cincinnati, OH. In addition to his rabbinic studies, PJ. has a Master's in 
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Educational Administration with a Specialization in Jewish Education. He currently serves as a 
rabbinic intern for Isaac M. Wise Temple and Jewish Family Service in Cincinnati, OH. 
phillipjschwartz@gmail.com 
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HOT TOPIC: Can Yoga have a place in Jewish spiritual life? 
 
 
JEWISH YOGA - NOT SUCH A STRETCH 
by Sara Shalva 
 
 
Torah Yoga is popping up everywhere.  It is a relatively new phenomenon on the Jewish 
cultural landscape, although Diane Bloomfield published her book Torah Yoga in 2004.1 
Yoga in general has seen an almost meteoric rise in popularity in America.  One statistic 
notes that there were 14.3 million people who practiced Yoga in 2010, up from 4.3 
million in 2001.2 The  term  “Torah  Yoga”  actually has been copywritten by Bloomfield, so 
classes are called Shalom Yoga, Shalva Yoga, Om Shalom Yoga, etc. 
 
Although these classes vary widely, both in terms of the style of Yoga and the type of 
Jewish text or wisdom they incorporate, most include a combination of Jewish wisdom, 
meditation, and postures.  In many cases, predictably,  the Jewish thinkers most quoted 
for the content of the classes are from the mystical ranks of Jewish thought: Rav Kook, 
the Sfat Emet, etc., but some Torah Yoga  teachers incorporate liturgy, even shaping 
bodies into the letters of the aleph bet.  
 
What impact is this fusing of traditions having on Jewish education and Jewish practice? 
Mindfulness and body awareness are present in our tradition. And riding the wave of 
new age spirituality, many Jewish thinkers have reread texts with an eye towards body 
awareness, inserting new interpretations to make old ritual more meaningful for the 
reader interested in integrating body work and Jewish tradition.  See, for example, God 
in Your Body: Kabbalah, Mindfulness and Embodied Spiritual Practice by Jay 
Michaelson.3  As more thinkers are reading texts with a body-focused lens, we see 
examples of body awareness through ritual and tradition as an ideal promoted even by 
early rabbinic thinkers.  
 
Is Torah Yoga different?  It is a conscious co-opting of another spiritual tradition in which 
we pick and choose meaningful elements and discard the rest.  Granted, picking and 
choosing from an outside culture has deep roots in Jewish tradition.  But does a 
conscious fusion of these two ancient wisdoms leave too many pieces on the cutting 
room floor?  And if not, how can one carefully construct meaningful spiritual 
experiences that incorporate both ancient traditions, honoring the spiritual 
connectedness in each? 
 
I grew up a very serious and devoted student of classical Vaganova method ballet, and 
later on was on soccer, swimming, and springboard diving teams.  In college, I 



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. 
 
 
discovered rugby and played all four years — including a team in Israel the year I studied 
abroad.   I am, simultaneously, a student of the spirit.  As I became more engaged in 
Jewish life, mostly through study at Hebrew University and later at Pardes and New York 
University, I yearned for a way to combine these two modes — the physical and the 
spiritual.  At an education class at the Jewish Theological Seminary of American in New 
York City, I learned about differentiated learning.   Kinesthetic learners in particular 
fascinated me: how can we teach people who learn best using their bodies?   
 
Back in Israel a few years later, I signed up for a class with Diane Bloomfeld and finally 
found a way to learn and to teach from traditions I love.  This practice is a bridge that 
spans centuries and cultures and countries. 
 
I continue to struggle with how best to cut and paste from these two wisdom traditions, 
to be as authentic as possible and to learn and teach meaning through meditation, 
focused breath, and postures, fused with Jewish tradition and text.   
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Bloomfield, Diane. Torah Yoga: Experiencing Jewish Wisdom Through Classic 

Postures. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2004.  
2. Statistic provided to Yoga Journal by market-research company GfK MRI.  
3. Michaelson, Jay. God in Your Body: Kabbalah, Mindfulness and Embodied Spiritual 

Practice. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2006. 
 
Sara Shalva is Director of Enrollment Management at Hebrew College in Boston, MA. In 
both Israel and the US, she has worked as the Pozes Fellow at Panim and  as a lead 
Faculty for Panim/BBYO signature leadership development seminar program, 
volunteered on Project Ozma, and studied at the Pardes Institute. Sara has MAs in 
Nonprofit Management and Judaic Studies. After one year as the Development Associate 
for Hebrew Union College in Jerusalem, Sara served as the Executive Director of Limmud 
NY. 
sshalva@hebrewcollege.edu 
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HOT TOPIC: Can we use the arts to reinforce and deepen the study of Bible? 
 
 
Motivating Students to Learn Classical Texts:  
Teenagers making a film and creatively retelling a biblical story 
by Rebecca Shargel 
 
 

In a Jewish high school classroom, pairs and trios of teenagers sit in small 
groups, pouring over three different Jewish texts. A young film-maker 
wearing a kippah challenged  them:  “You  have  been  selected  to  turn  a  
Jewish story into a movie. You have two minutes to pitch your idea for a 
short film to a movie director.  Here are three texts to choose from: two 
from Genesis and one from the Talmud. (These texts were Genesis 
chapters 11 and 37 and the oven of Akhnai story from the Talmud.) Read 
them together in your group and select one that you want to turn into a 
short movie. Discuss with each other how best to adapt this text into a 
film and then present your idea to the class. Afterwards everyone will 
vote on which idea to use for our film that we will complete this week for 
a school performance.”  A  trio  of  boys  selected  the  text  of  Genesis 37, 
Joseph’s  competition  with  his  brothers.  They  adapted  it  to  fit  into  a  
television reality show. Their idea was voted to be the film by the group.  
 

The scenario above describes a week-long project at the Shoshana S. Cardin Jewish Community 
Day School in Baltimore. Between the second and third trimesters, they had a special Interim 
Week that focused on Jewish storytelling, using a variety of arts.  Prior to the week, students 
selected one medium from which they would tell a story; these included dance, fine art, and 
film-making. The aforementioned scenario described the film workshop. The teacher was a 
local film-maker who was a graduate of a Jewish day school. 
 
In this workshop, the teacher made Jewish texts indispensable to the project, as they were the 
starting point for the plot of the film. Using texts this way can counter the sense that these 
texts are foreign,1 as they become instrumental for the story line. Students enjoyed the 
challenge  to  effectively  “contemporize”  the  text  so  that  it  could  be  filmed  on  their  campus.  
They engaged with their stories because they had to solve the problem of how to adapt this 
ancient story into a film. Moreover, the project was enjoyable as they engaged not only their 
minds, but also collaborated with others.  
 
Lessons from this workshop can teach us new ways to motivate students to creatively interpret 
biblical texts. I see four ways that this project was effective and that can be principles upon 
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which other schools can replicate similar projects where text study could result in creative 

interpretation and performance. 

 

1. Collaborate: 
From the beginning of the project, students worked closely with each other. Students made 

personal connections to text by reading and discussing it with each other and then figuring out 

how to translate it into a film. Moreover, during the work of making the film, students 

depended on each other to carry out their roles. These included actors, videographer, sound 

technician, and prop managers that they enacted throughout the week. Collaboration occurred 

in these ways: The actors helped each other learn lines and suggested ways to make characters 

believable. The videographer and sound technician synchronized use of equipment. Prop 

managers together decided on various items to use as costumes and props and they texted 

friends various reminders. 

 

Another powerful social element was the relationship between the teacher and his students. 

Enacting the role of an informal Jewish educator, who facilitated this project as the artist-in-

resident, the teacher relied on the group process and interaction. As Barry Chazan noted, one 

characteristic of informal Jewish educators is that they rely upon interaction amongst their 

students to create a meaningful experience for the group.
2
 In sum, this project involved 

collaboration,  from  small  groups  of  students  working  together  towards  their  “pitch,” to 

students voting on the best idea, to collaborating in their various roles to work on the film.   

 

2. Use text for projects that culminate in a performance:  
Students knew that their peers would be watching their movie at the end of the week. The time 

constraint motivated students to work efficiently as they had only a week to complete the 

project that had various stages of brainstorming, editing, and shooting a film. (Because of time 

constraints, the  teacher  had  written  the  screenplay  based  on  students’  ideas.) Each day, the 

teacher reminded students about the pressure of time for the pending performance and every 

day students actively engaged with their teacher and each other to advance their project. The 

performance was motivating because students wanted their friends to see a high-quality 

product that was filled with humor.  

 

3. Facilitate making the text  relevant  to  students’  lives: 
The teacher encouraged students to creatively reinterpret the text as they applied the story to 

contemporary times. For example, in brainstorming how Joseph today would be sold into 

slavery, students decided that slavery now is equivalent to having a job that pays the minimum 

wage.    Moreover,  to  give  a  contemporary  feel,  Joseph’s  name  was  changed  to  “Joe”  and  all  the  
brothers  were  reduced  to  one  character  named  “Bro.”  The  slang  names  of  “Joe” and “Bro” 

were entertaining to the actors as well as their friends. 
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4. Use Varieties of technologies: 
The teacher trusted the students to operate expensive devices such as audio and video 
equipment. They enjoyed learning how to operate such sophisticated cameras and 
microphones and enjoyed learning new skills. Furthermore, they utilized their cell phones and 
texted each other to remind them to bring various items to school.  Students remarked that 
they enjoyed learning new skills on expensive technology. 
 
In conclusion, we can learn from this case that one way to connect teens to Jewish texts is to 
see it as a resource for creative projects.  The culminating performance drove the week that 
included serious text study, discussions as to how to creatively reinterpret the text for modern 
times, and a collaborative project where students participated in a variety of roles to create a 
short film based on a biblical story.  
 
Other communities can enhance their text-study programs by using Jewish texts as the basis for 
performance. Like those at those at the Cardin school, students could work on projects where 
text served as a resource for creatively re-telling the story in a variety of media such as film, 
dance, theater, art or craft. They could employ local talent with a host of skills and technologies 
that could help students collaborate on similar projects.  Furthermore, our schools and camps 
could flexibly employ people who co-create projects with students to engage them in 
cooperating with each other to make the text relevant to their lives.  
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Holtz, Barry W. Textual Knowledge: Teaching the Bible in Theory and in Practice. New 

York: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2003.  
2. Chazan, Barry (n.d.). “The Philosophy of Informal Jewish Education”  in  The Encyclopedia 

of Informal Education. Retrieved from 
http://www.infed.org/informaljewisheducation/informal_jewish_education.htm. 

 
 
Dr. Rebecca Shargel is a faculty member at Towson University. Dr. Shargel received her Doctor 
of Education from the Jewish Theological Seminary in 2008. Her dissertation investigated how 
Jewish day school students made sense of classical Hebrew texts in discussion. Her scholarly 
interests include the pedagogy of classical Jewish texts, curricular integration, and qualitative 
research  methods.  Currently,  Shargel  is  researching  the  educator’s  perspectives  on  the  
integration of science and religion in the Jewish high school.  
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HOT TOPIC: Should Jewish rituals be adapted to modernity? 
 
 
CREATIVE LIFE CYCLE RITUALS FOR THE TWENTY FIRST CENTURY 
by Cheryl Weiner 
 
 
What do we need to consider in teaching Jewish life cycle rituals when current 
demographics  don’t  reflect  traditional Jewish communal norms? 
 
In a renewal community religious school, I was asked to teach life cycle rituals to fifth 
graders and their families. As I kept stumbling over sensitivities, I realized that educators 
and publishers need to reflect current demographics and sensibilities rather than 
traditional renditions of rituals and those expressed in school texts. We need to revise 
what we teach to deal with issues of inclusion and belonging. 
 
Circumcision:  
Educators should be prepared to address controversial issues that may come up with 
parents or older children. What are the legal issues related to banning male 
circumcision, both in the US and Europe? How do they relate to medical pros and cons 
as well as anti-Semitic and anti-Muslim politics? Does the absence of circumcision cause 
an issue in our particular educational environments, for example, in camp or in gym? 
Will this be of particular concern to an adopted boy or his parents? 
 
Creating New Ceremonies:  
The name of the male circumcision ceremony is Brit Milah, the covenant of 
circumcision.  To  adequately  correspond  in  meaning  and  purpose,  the  name  for  the  girl’s  
ceremony should include the Hebrew word for covenant as well, Brit Bat, the covenant 
of the daughter, and not be called, Simchat Bat, the joyous ceremony for a daughter, as 
it is in some communities and texts. When we create new rituals, it is important to 
infuse them with kavannah, intention. In this case, when we are creating a ritual 
specifically to create gender equity with a male ritual, we need to infuse it with the 
same kavannah. 
 
Creating Jewish Identity:  
Throughout the centuries, Jews have had both a secular and a Jewish or Hebrew name. 
The Hebrew name conveys the lineage of the person within the community. What 
happens in a Jewish classroom when the child has no Hebrew name and a school activity 
calls for it and the Bar/ Bat Mitzvah ceremony requires it? Because the Hebrew name 
includes the Hebrew name of the parents, this can be particularly painful for parents 
who are not Jewish themselves. Moreover, if the child is adopted and a relationship still 
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exists with the birth parents, there can be a great dilemma over whether the name 
should include the birth parents’ or  adopted  parents’  names.   
 
This can be further complicated if the policy of the rabbi or community is to use 
Abraham and Sarah as the parents of a converted child, a Jew by choice. Some people 
find that this naming is an immediate indication of conversion or not belonging. In 
addition, the difference in naming practices between Ashkenazi and Sephardic traditions 
can create misunderstandings about Jewish identity. Within the Sephardic community, 
children are often named after a living relative, which is misunderstood by Ashkenazi 
Jews  as  a  “Christian”  practice,  because they name children only after someone who has 
died. 
 
Interfaith Bar/Bat Mitzvah Rituals:  
Rabbis and educators have to be particularly sensitive to exploring creative ways of 
dealing with aliyot if  their  congregation  doesn’t  recognize  women  or  non-Jewish 
relatives as members of the community who can be on the bimah or celebrate an aliyah. 
Further complicating these concerns is when the Bar/Bat Mitzvah mother is not Jewish 
when matrilineal descent is required. Each community needs to construct its comfort 
zone in dealing with these issues. However, educators have to understand the nature of 
their communities when they discuss the ceremony. 
 
Diversity in Family Constellations and Gender Neutral Language:  
Jewish education reflects secular education in needing to address the larger issues of 
society. However, Jewish educators have a unique challenge in trying to address the 
needs  of  families  who  don’t  fall  into  traditional  categories  of  Jewish  identity  and  life  
style. Same sex marriages, unions, commitment ceremonies, and expressions of GLBT 
life styles are not sanctioned in traditional Jewish texts and rituals. Moreover, gender 
issues are still prevalent in many communities, with women not being fully counted in 
minyanim and where gender neutral language and inclusion of the matriarchs is not part 
of the life cycle liturgy.  Many of our communities include GLBT members as well as 
gender and language sensitivities. 
 
Developing the Kavannah/ Intention of Inclusion:  
Jewish life cycle rituals are structured to sustain Jewish identity and to develop a sense 
of belonging in the community.  Given the need to enlarge our circle of inclusion, we 
need to adapt our rituals to meet the demands of our communities. Educational 
directors need to make sure that teachers are in sync with the community in terms of 
their understanding of the demographics and the issues that might be controversial. At 
religious school committee meetings, educators need to address potential stress points 
in the curriculum. They also need to make sure that educational policies reflect 
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synagogue policies and that the rabbis and lead educators are cognizant of issues with 
particular parents who have expressed concerns.  
 
Moreover, educators need to be aware that the textbooks that they have chosen may 
not reflect the values of their community in relation to life cycle issues and that they 
may have to compensate by substituting or supplementing texts as appropriate. Of 
particular concern beyond actual content is how values and rituals are depicted through 
illustrative Jewish texts and stories as well as pictures and photographs. Rarely are there 
visual representations of non-traditional inclusive families, such as racially mixed or 
same-sex parents or grandparents, extended families, or even ethnically diverse families 
from Ashkenazi, Sephardic or Mizrahi backgrounds. In addition, publishers have to 
reflect inclusiveness in their materials and their delivery.  Having both lessons and 
supplemental visual images of families, foods, and ethnic diversity available from 
websites can update images, so that the viability of content can be extended for a 
community that has limited resources to buy new texts. 
 
In any case, life cycle celebrations are living, breathing reflections of values, life style 
choices, and cultural diversity. So long as meaning is maintained, many creative ways of 
celebrating rituals can be observed. A wonderful website exists at www.ritualwell.org 
that offers new liturgies, ceremonies, and reflections and publishes free materials that 
can be downloaded and used as resources for educators and families. 
 
 
 
Rabbi Cheryl Weiner, PhD serves as a Chaplain and Senior Consultant for the Greater 
Miami Jewish Federation. Ordained by AJRCA, she served as educational director for two 
CA congregations creating values based Jewish programs K-Adult. She has been an 
award winning educational technology publisher, curriculum developer, author, and 
game designer 
cweinermh@aol.com. 
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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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HOT TOPIC: Should Sex Education have a place in the Jewish school curriculum? 
 
 
WHY JEWISH KIDS NEED VALUES-BASED SEX ED 
by Mara Yacobi 
  
 
Last spring, I walked into a sixth grade classroom where the girls welcomed me with squeals of 
delight,  excited  to  show  me  the  dance  routine  they  had  created  to  the  rap  song  “Take  It  Off.”   
 
The lyrics include: 

Now  we’re  looking  like  pimps  in  my  gold  Trans-Am 
Got a water bottle full of whiskey in my handbag... 
There’s  a  place  downtown  where  the  freaks  all  come  around 
It’s  a  hole  in  the  wall,  it’s  a  dirty  free  for  all 
And they turn me on when they take it off... 

 
Their original performance was for the talent show at a Jewish co-ed sleep-away camp. The girls 
told me they had performed their dance routine as they peeled off layers of clothing until they 
were down to their bathing suits. 
 
Since  I’m  a  former  Planned  Parenthood  educator  and  the  founder  of  JLove  and  Values,  a group 
dedicated to educating Jewish youth and professionals on adolescent sexuality, I was able to 
turn this event into an opportunity to discuss healthy life choices and responsible decision-
making based on Jewish values and moral reasoning. 
 
I asked the girls to create a list of everything they do from the moment they get up to the 
moment they go sleep and then place those activities on a continuum, categorizing the list into 
private and public behaviors. The girls quickly started to engage in conversations about how 
“context”  was  important, depending on the behavior. However, they collectively agreed taking 
off  one’s  clothes  was  a  private  event.  “Well,”  I  said,  “I  wonder  where  this  performance  would  
fall  on  our  continuum?”   
 
An engaging and meaningful conversation followed about what they felt it meant to be made in 
God’s  image  and  how  to  follow  traditions  of  modesty  when  they  live  in  a  culture  that  promotes  
sexiness.  
 
The whole incident was a reminder of just how important sex education is, not only in low-
income communities with high rates of teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections 
(STIs), but also in our relatively privileged and sheltered Jewish community.  
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Contrary to stereotype, Jewish teens do become pregnant in high school, they are susceptible 
to contracting STIs, and they are sexually abused. Statistics, however, are difficult to come by, 
as  many  cases  are  “hushed  up”  or  “taken  care  of”  while  a  student  is  studying  in  Israel  or  
abroad.  I’ve  heard  countless  stories  in  workshops  from  girls who ended up in abusive 
relationships  in  Israel  because  they  were  under  the  naïve  misconception  that  “Jewish  men  are  
safe.” 
 
In my experience,, most Jewish day school students have not received any authentic sexuality 
education. They might have had a cursory class on puberty or the prevention of STIs — if they 
were lucky. But this approach to sexuality education does not work. A survey commissioned by 
the Metropolitan Life Foundation, involving more than 45,000 students in 2,000 schools, found 
no obvious difference between the behaviors of students with no health education and those 
who had received it for one year. Only after three years of continuous health programs and 
information did such education influence behavior patterns.  
 
Young people today are bombarded with messages about sexuality: retail stores have 
background music playing with overtly sexual lyrics, pop-up advertisements with suggestive 
images commonly appear on our websites, and reality TV portrays high-risk sexual behavior and 
unhealthy relationships. 
 
In the Jewish community, are we giving our adolescents enough information and time to talk 
about the changes they are experiencing? As our children grow and attend camp, overnight 
youth group events, or study-abroad programs – all of which have social environments that 
often lead to intense bonding and romantic exploration -- have we prepared them with the 
information they need to protect themselves from sexual assault, date rape, or unintended 
pregnancy?  Have  we  made  it  clear  that  we  are  created  in  God’s  image  and  that  our  bodies  are  a  
gift we must honor? 
 
While parents are and should be the primary educators who provide their children with 
information  and  values  about  sexuality,  they  often  don’t  know  how  to  begin  such  conversations  
or assume that discussing sexuality is a one-time conversation about reproduction. 
 
The school nurse at a local Jewish day school called me recently to come  in  and  do  a  “special  
workshop”  on  sexuality, because  there  was  “a  situation  in  the  high  school”  and  one  of  the  girls  
was afraid she might be pregnant. While I agreed to go, this incident reflects another tendency 
in  our  community:  to  educate  when  it’s  already too late.  
 
We have a unique opportunity to educate from a Jewish values perspective. Day schools in 
particular provide an ideal spiritual framework for presenting not only sexual ethics within a 
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Jewish framework, but also the reproductive content that teens need in order to learn about 
sexuality. It is a poor excuse when our schools claim not to have the time for special topics like 
sexuality education. Sexuality education is one of the most fundamental areas of knowledge 
that young people need to know; it forms a basis for their entire lives. 
 
 
Mara Yacobi, MSW, LSW, is a leading speaker and specialist in youth development and 
relationships. Drawing on her skills as a Licensed Social Worker and Certified Sexuality Educator, 
Mara's mission is to empower young people with the knowledge and skills that are critical for 
health and developing positive relationships with peers. For more information, please visit 
www.jloveandvalues.com. 
mara@jloveandvalues.com 
 
 

http://www.jloveandvalues.com/
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HOT TOPIC: Are we really addressing the needs of the next generation of students? 
!
!
Welcome!to!the!21st!Century,!Jewish!Education!
by!Olga!Zelzburg!
!

Educators!are!trained!to!use!specific!language,!our!own!jargon.!We!prefer!the!language!of!“partnering”!

or!“team!members”!or!“sacred!community”!or!any!type!of!equal!relationship!among!stakeholders:!

parents,!children,!teachers,!lay!leaders!and!paid!staff.!

However!one!can!also!view!Jewish!education!as!a!business,!and!that!is!the!language!I!will!use!here.!

During!a!panel!at!the!2012!NewCAJE!conference,!many!educators!seemed!very!upset,!angry,!even!

desperate.!They!were!extremely!frustrated!by!the!feeling!that!their!ideal!“Jerusalem!of!Gold”!of!Jewish!

education!had!been!shattered.!I!do!not!share!those!feelings,!but!I!think!I!can!identify!what!is!happening!

and!why!it!is!perceived!as!a!crisis.!!

The!“product”!we!are!selling,!Jewish!education,!does!not!answer!the!needs!of!our!“consumers.”!!That’s!

the!problem!in!a!nutshell.!!And!there’s!no!easy!fix.!Digitalizing!our!textbooks!and!buying!an!iPad!for!

every!student!will!not!do!the!trick,!because!the!next!moment,!there!will!be!a!new!gadget!available.!!

Jewish!publishing!houses!have!neither!financial!nor!human!capital!to!compete!with!forQprofit!companies!

that!have!significant!budgets!for!web/app!development.!Technology!isn’t!a!solution,!it’s!a!tool.!!It’s!a!

tool!that!is!commonly!viewed!as!being!the!solution!for!the!challenges!we!face!in!Jewish!education.!!

In!reality,!it!is!not!even!a!crisis!of!technology!at!all.!The!change!is!much!deeper!and!broader.!It!is!all!

encompassing.!We!live!on!the!brink!of!a!new!epoch.!!I!can!practically!hear!the!sounds!of!the!water!as!

the!icebergs!melt!and!watch!the!continents!change!their!shape.!It!is!as!revolutionary!as!the!invention!of!

the!printing!press.!It!changes!who!we!are!completely.!That’s!why!today!is!really!unparalleled!to!any!

transformations!that!Jewish!education!faced!in!the!20th!century.!

We!live!in!a!society!where!everything!can!be!custom!made,!from!our!sneakers!to!our!spouses.!Our!

wedding!ceremony,!our!education,!our!working!space!is!essentially!(and!in!all!its!fullness)!defined!and!

determined!by!us.!We!access,!process!and!remember!information!differently!from!our!“analog!age”!

predecessors.!It!requires!a!completely!different!skillQset!from!what!we!offer!in!the!religious!school!

setting.!I’ll!take!the!liberty!to!say!that!that’s!why!the!synagogues!don’t!work!as!well:!same!issue,!

different!scope.!The!“consumer”!wants!to!take!an!active!part!in!creating!the!product,!be!it!Hebrew!

curriculum!or!the!setup!of!the!sanctuary.!We!are!providing!a!“box”!which!we!design!completely!

ourselves.!Why?!Because!we!are!educated,!trained,!skilled!and!equipped!to!do!so,!because!in!the!end!

we!are!hired!and!paid!to!do!so.!By!default!we!are!hired!and!paid!to!not!satisfy!our!“consumers.”!!
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Surveys,!talks,!forums!and!panels!work!only!partially!because!the!needs!of!our!“customers”!are!always!
changing.!Whatever!we!discuss!or!research!immediately!becomes!irrelevant.!The!only!way!to!satisfy!
21st!century!“customers”!is!to!engage!them!actively,!provide!tools,!freedom!and!the!platform!to!obtain!
what!they!need.!Our!job!is!to!facilitate,!because!indeed!we!are!trained!to!do!so.!

Most!importantly,!we!professionals!need!to!trust!that!our!“consumers”!won’t!mess!it!up.!!And!they!
really!won’t,!because!just!like!Torah,!it’s!a!game!in!which!you!can’t!be!mistaken.!!I!agree!that!is!a!difficult!
step!to!take.!It!is!scary,!it!is!walking!into!the!wilderness,!it!is!trusting!the!unknown.!But!if!God!trusted!us!
to!make!choices,!and!stood!by!when!we!made!mistakes,!who!are!we!to!be!the!“sage!on!the!stage”!with!
all!the!knowledge!and!all!the!expertise?!We!like!to!say!to!parents:!“Well,!of!course!you!know!your!child!
best,!we!only!see!him!for!5!hours!a!week.”!Yet!we!don’t!trust!parents!to!help!us!shape!their!children’s!
education.!

Finally,!I!want!to!address!all!of!you!NewCAJE!educators!who!feel!burned!out,!who!feel!as!if!your!dream!
of!Jewish!Education!is!shattered!because!of!this!new!overwhelming!reality.!We,!the!new!generation,!
have!confidence!and!trust!in!what!the!future!brings!because!of!you!!You!gave!us!the!words!to!open!our!
mouths!and!“Sing!unto!God.”!We!have!family!Education,!teen!involvement,!early!childhood,!and!special!
needs!tools!because!of!you.!You!are!the!giants!on!whose!shoulders!we!stand.!Because!you!have!our!
backs,!we!are!not!angry!or!afraid!or!frustrated.!The!challenge!is!exciting.!It!is!fun.!It’s!cool.!And!I!can!
even!blog,!tweet,!and!post!a!link!on!Facebook,!so!that!even!more!people!will!know!how!proud!I!am!to!
be!a!Jewish!educator!in!the!21st!century.!

!

Olga%Zelzburg%serves%as%a%Director%of%Congregational%Learning%and%Programing%at%Temple%Beth>El%of%
Ithaca,%NY.%She%runs%religious%school,%supervises%youth%activities%as%well%as%early%childhood,%family%and%
adult%education%programs.%Olga%earned%a%Masters%degree%in%Religious%Education%from%the%Hebrew%Union%
College>Jewish%Institute%of%Religion,%NY%and%a%Bachelors%degree%in%Hebrew%and%Jewish%studies%from%St.%
Petersburg%Institute%of%Jewish%Studies.Olga%is%active%in%many%areas%of%Jewish%life:%she%worked%with%Hillel%
students,%Russian%Jewish%community%and%Israeli%groups.%At%Temple%Beth>El%Olga%especially%enjoys%creating%
curricula%and%leading%Tot%and%Family%Shabbat%programs. Olga%lives%in%Ithaca,%NY%with%her%husband%Igor,%&%
their%hairless%cat,%Ishtar. 
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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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