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ow do we make Jewish learning relevant to students and 
meaningful to their contemporary lives? One approach is 
to embed the learning of content and skills within exciting 
real-world projects that leverage student motivation to 

accomplish real work with real value. This approach, known as Project-
Based Learning (PBL), reaches back to a dialogue between Rabbi Tarfon, 
Rabbi Akiva, and the sages, who debated the question, “Which is greater, 
study or action?” They concluded that study is greater because it leads 
to action – an early recognition of the connection between the two. 
Two millennia later, “learning by doing,” as John Dewey called it, is an 
attractive option for learning environments in which sitting and listening 
to teachers doesn’t work, especially in relation to after-school lessons in 
congregational settings.

The Boston Experience

In 2009, Boston’s Combined Jewish Philanthropies (CJP) launched a bold 
undertaking to redesign congregational learning.2 This initiative was 
inspired by lay leaders who, after experiencing the dynamic adult Jewish 
education offered in the Boston area, wanted children to be able to drink 
from the deep well of Jewish learning as an important alternative to 
conventional Hebrew school. CJP set out to help congregations develop 
such new models and then to disseminate them across the community.

Initially, pilot congregations were selected to receive three-and-a-
half years of limited funding, consulting, coaching, and training for 
reimagining and implementing innovative change in their youth education 
programs. The two selected congregations were quite different from 
each other in terms of available resources and staffing, and they worked 
with different consultants who took different approaches. However, both 
congregations chose to make PBL a central element in their innovation. 
The initiative subsequently supported multiple additional congregations 
in adopting a PBL approach.3 In 2013, Boston’s Hebrew College’s 
Congregational Education Initiative (CEI) began offering a professional 
development program for congregations interested in using PBL.

The experiences of these congregations have surfaced some of the 
key challenges of implementing PBL, as well as effective approaches to 
addressing those challenges.4 
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These challenges include:

• Designing projects that inspire students and provide instruction in Jewish wisdom. 
• Preparing teachers to successfully implement PBL. 
• Supporting collaboration among teachers, students, and congregation members. 
• Finding time for planning.

This article describes this work-in-progress, which has been both humbling and gratifying.

Designing Projects That Inspire Students and Provide Instruction in Jewish Wisdom

Jewish education becomes truly meaningful when it offers students deep content and provides them with 
moving experiences with powerful life impacts. When students think what they are doing is important, they 
engage more fully and learn more deeply, even in the limited amounts of time afforded by congregational 
education. When students connect with others intellectually, creatively, and soulfully, a Jewish educational 
setting can generate enduring learning for life. We have found that projects (known as learning expeditions) 
that focus on core Jewish wisdom can provide this meaningful educational experience.

Boston congregational learning expeditions have included: 

• Creating a book filled with stories that illustrate sayings in Pirkei Avot exemplifying being a mensch on the 
sports field. 

• Creating an app that sends a daily Jewish blessing. 

• Creating a children’s siddur for the congregation. 

• Creating a Pesach Haggadah supplement for drawing Seder participants into deeper conversation and 
learning about Passover. 
• Creating a Wiki to help people with special needs access Judaism. 

• Creating a Jewish history game.

A key element in designing these projects was setting clear learning targets: intentional goals written in 
language easily accessible to students. “I can explain a saying from Pirkei Avot” is one such learning target; “I 
can write a short story that offers a sports example for that Pirkei Avot saying” is another.

Learning targets help teachers select activities that will support student learning and help students understand 
where they are headed. Learning targets are especially effective when presented as specific statements of 
what students will be able to say at the end of a unit of instruction.

Kim Bodemer, Education Director of Temple Chayai Shalom in Easton, Massachusetts, says:

“Learning targets help us to craft meaningful lessons and activities, constantly checking, Is this really 
what we want our students to come out knowing? The targets help the learning to be more focused so 
that students leave with more depth of understanding.”

One of the challenges of PBL, however, is time to create quality work. Unlike a traditional set of lessons, a 
learning expedition requires time for exploration and creation. Rabbi Judy Spicehandler, Education Director at 
Congregation Beth El in Sudbury, Massachusetts, reports on the challenges and benefits:

“We have worked hard to creatively find more time. For example, since our project is an Aleph Bet Book of 
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Middot (character traits), we devoted most of our retreat this year to developing a Middah theme, savlanut 
(patience). We are doing the next Family Education program on kavod. I am building some activities around 
Middot into our Religious School Shabbat morning service. These are all ways that we expand the time we 
have with our students beyond classroom time. The added bonus is that the year feels like it has a deeper 
level of integration. We are looking through the Middot lens at things we have done before, like the Tu Bishvat 
Seder, and seeing things in a new way.”

Rabbi Spicehandler also found that focusing in depth on a single topic had unexpected benefits of breadth:

“I was initially worried that in using so much of our time for this project, we would lose some of the breadth 
of our curriculum. The pleasant surprise was how much the project encouraged us to explore across the prism 
of Jewish learning. Over the course of learning the Middot, we covered Torah stories, rabbinic teachings, and 
Jewish folk stories. We read the Book of Ruth for chesed and Pirkei Avot for any number of Middot. We have 
found that we don’t have to sacrifice breadth for depth.”

Other congregations balance depth and breadth over time. Kim Bodemer explains, “We balance the 
emphasis on depth by having different themes be the focus of different semesters, so each semester 
offers depth on a different core area of Jewish wisdom.”

One benefit of learning expeditions and their balance between breadth and depth is student engagement: for 
the first time they could recall, educators said, students requested to work on their projects at home on their 
own time, a striking example of PBL’s success in generating moving educational experiences.

Preparing Teachers to Successfully Implement PBL

If students engage readily with PBL, a significant challenge for congregations is engaging and preparing 
teachers who have been teaching conventional religious school. We’ve found that, as the literature on 
innovation suggests, one of the best ways to introduce PBL is to leverage the interest of teachers who are 
eager to try something new.5  Once these early adopters experience success, and the congregation sees the 
quality of student work and passion, other teachers usually will become interested in experimenting with PBL. 
Indeed, we’ve often seen reluctant teachers become fervent PBL advocates, once they’ve tried it.

One of the main challenges for teachers is shifting from teacher-centered instruction toward more student-
centered work. In PBL classrooms, the teacher serves less as a source of information and more as a coach and 
facilitator of inquiry, research, and reflection. Rather than drawing on long-held knowledge, teachers often 
learn with students or are just a step ahead of them.

This position can feel scary and vulnerable to teachers, and they feel affirmed when educational leaders 
acknowledge this discomfort. Nonetheless, many find that this vulnerability can actually enhance the 
resonance of learning. For students, it can be exciting, real, and precious to hear how their teachers also are 
engaged and stretched by a learning expedition. When so much content, including Jewish content, is available 
online, having teachers serve as learning facilitators shifts the focus from giving students fish to giving them a 
fishing pole. It also tells young people that Jewish learning is something adults do, too.

As practical support for this transition, I’ve helped teachers generate criteria for a good lesson. We consider 
model lessons, identifying elements that make the lesson strong, and how the lesson aligns with the criteria. 
Teachers then share their own lessons and work collaboratively to improve them. From looking at lesson plans, 
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we move on to looking together at student work, so we can see whether students are meeting learning targets 
and how we can adjust teaching to support them.

Rabbi Judy Spicehandler says:

“Paying teachers for training time has been crucial to our success. The investment in time and effort is 
tremendous, but well worth it for teacher morale and building teacher community. Also, I believe my 
teachers are deepening their own Jewish knowledge as they look for material to share with the students. 
I know I am deepening mine as I reach further to help them.”

Supporting Collaboration among Students, Teachers, and Congregation Members

Shifting to PBL creates new roles and relationships for students, teachers, and congregation members. When 
students are engaged in work that meets a real need and has a real audience, their motivation to do good 
work increases. Learning expeditions usually depend on the contributions of many students – for example, 
each creates an element of a Wiki Space or of an e-book. This fosters interdependence and student desire to 
support each other.

In some learning expeditions, the class begins by learning content over a period of several weeks, before each 
student takes his or her own piece to focus on more deeply. But this individual work still draws on reflections 
and ideas collected at the end of whole class learning sessions. Rabbi Judy Spicehandler describes how this 
works for the Aleph Bet Book of Middot:

“As we teach each specific Middah to a group of students, we make sure to collect their output and keep it 
in a file, so that later, when students are working on creating pages for the final project, they will have a file 
of resources developed by peers from which to draw.”

Collaboration can also be a valuable tool for feedback. When teachers take time to look at student work, they 
can identify common issues that need to be addressed. In the next lesson, the teacher can engage all the 
students in considering one student’s draft (with the permission of that student), asking what makes the draft 
strong and how, specifically, it could be improved. Working together to give direction to one student provides 
support for the others as well. When this process is built into the classroom culture, students begin to turn to 
each other for supportive critique.6 The limited time at congregational schools leaves little time for multiple 
drafts and critique, which means teachers need to develop efficient feedback strategies, like this one created 
by David Blocker and Rabbi Randy Kafka, of Temple Kol Tikvah in Sharon, Massachusetts:

“We call our way of sharing feedback with and among students ‘Two Thumbs Up and a Wish’: the 
name implies beginning with two (or more) things that are effective about the work, and then 
adding ONE suggestion for a possible addition or new direction.”

Teen madrichim can be an essential part of a collaborative classroom community. Congregation Beth El 
includes madrichim in staff training and planning sessions. Rabbi Judy Spicehandler explains:

“Having our teen assistants attend faculty planning meetings has been a tremendous help. They add so much 
to our planning with their young vibrant perspectives. They recognize how much we respect their input. This is 
a gift to them. Our teen madrichim are also invaluable in supporting our students with learning disabilities and 
helping them remain active participants in the group. We are working with a broad age range – grades 3-6 – 
and we encourage the older students to mentor the younger ones.”
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The congregation is the final piece of the PBL puzzle. David Blocker, Education Director at Temple Kol Tikvah, in 
Sharon, Massachusetts, explains how community members come together to help design learning expeditions:

“Once or twice a year, we hold a brainstorming session to get ideas on what our next expedition will look like. 
We provide the basic topic (for example, Jewish lifecycle events), and then those who choose to come (usually 
a mixture of students, parents, and interested older congregants who don’t have students in the school) 
offer ideas of projects, big questions, audiences, experts to draw on, etc. This helps build the community’s 
involvement in the projects. During project creation time (usually the last several weeks of each semester), our 
younger students often need help. Parent volunteers come in and take dictation or otherwise assist students 
with the various software we use for production.”

Other communities have also found that PBL engages the congregation in collaboration. As Rabbi Spicehandler 
reported:

“The support of the community has been an important element in assuaging my initial concerns about 
achieving excellence in student work, given the limited amount of time we have. The project itself has 
generated adult desire for involvement. When I first spoke to the congregational rabbi about the Aleph Bet 
Book of Middot, he grew so enthusiastic that he called me back into his office to discuss the possibility of 
publishing the book. He said he thought there was a real need for such a book, and he knew of no other book 
that filled that need. He speculated about how we could achieve the necessary quality and suggested that we 
meet with our CJP consultant to discuss ways of engaging the broader synagogue community.”

Finding Time for Planning

One last small but crucial element of successfully implementing PBL is building planning time into teacher 
schedules. Teachers need time to debrief about teaching sessions and to collaborate on how to respond 
flexibly to student progress, needs, and feedback. Planning time also can let teachers reflect on their personal 
connection to and understanding of the content being explored, so they can bring their full selves more 
wholeheartedly into the learning experience.

Before a learning expedition, educators need time to identify a real community need and a real audience 
for student work. During the learning expedition, they need time to craft lessons that weave Judaic content 
and skills with project work. It also takes time for teachers to gain confidence with this new way of designing 
lessons. Rabbi Spicehandler explains how she is working with a group of teachers on their first expedition:

“There is no doubt that PBL is labor intensive for everyone – students, teachers, and educational directors. 
We have settled into a pattern of brief faculty meetings after every session and longer meetings once a 
month. For the initial expedition, this is augmented with one-on-one sessions with the director to discuss 
lesson plans before they are designed, and email exchanges for feedback after they are completed but 
before they are taught. As our teachers develop expertise with PBL, I am hoping some of this will not be 
needed. I am definitely working longer hours, but I want to avoid teacher burnout. So far, the rewards 
are well worth the effort, and I think my teachers agree. The building of a deeper relationship between 
members of the team is one of the biggest rewards for me.”
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Over time, teachers become more familiar with the work, but new challenges can emerge as more teachers 
transition to PBL. Many congregations choose to have more than one expedition in a school year, which adds 
more complexity. Kim Bodemer explains:

“There are a couple of factors that we have found challenging in creating two expeditions – one in the spring 
and one in the fall - that each serve almost 150 students. First, we found that trying to plan one expedition 
while engaged in another felt overwhelming. Teachers had trouble focusing their attention and mustering 
excitement for the new projects. In response to this, our plan for the next school year is to do the bulk of 
our planning for both expeditions in the summer. This way, our teachers will have the opportunity to plan in 
advance and more time to research content. I expect this will help us to meet our goals for expeditions that are 
rich in content and offer a finished product that is of high quality and meaningful to the community. “

High quality meaningful Jewish education is what matters to these congregations, and PBL is helping them 
move toward achieving it.

Next Steps

With a growing number of congregations engaged with PBL, we need to find ways for congregations to 
share their work and to share in professional development, so we can build on each other’s successes and 
challenges.

There is also a need for professional evaluation. While studies document the efficacy of PBL in public schools, 
its efficacy for supplementary Jewish education needs more evaluation. To this end, CJP has contracted with 
an independent evaluator to evaluate the PBL initiatives at Temple Chayai Shalom in Easton, Massachusetts, 
and Congregation Beth El in Sudbury, Massachusetts, congregations that received CJP’s pilot grants to innovate 
with PBL.

I look forward to the results of the evaluation, which will help us continue to move forward on this path, and 
I would be grateful to hear from others about their learning as they venture to bring PBL to supplementary 
Jewish learning. w
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Foototes:

1. This article was written in 2014.

2. This initiative, Jewish Learning Connections. 

3. As of this writing, Jewish Learning Connections is supporting twelve congregations, three of which are 
implementing PBL.

4. Over the past four years, the author has served as the CJP consultant to three congregations implementing 
PBL with CJP support. The author also serves as a school and learning design consultant for two day schools 
using a PBL approach, and is the designer and trainer for the Hebrew College CEI project-based learning track.

5. Rogers, Everett M. (1962). Diffusion of Innovations. Free Press of Glencoe, Macmillan Company.

6. I first learned about critique and learning expeditions from Scott Hartl and Ron Berger of Expeditionary 
Learning. See http://elschools.org/best-practices/ron-berger-critique and I recommend Ron Berger’s book An 
Ethic of Excellence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with Students. 

 

http://elschools.org/best-practices/ron-berger-critique
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hile Project-Based Learning (PBL) has become a popular buzz-
phrase, all too often the execution of projects lacks a final and 
key component of PBL: wider integration. True Project-Based 
Learning may be difficult or impossible to fully implement 

within the logistical constraints of a supplementary religious school. 
The ambitious nature of PBL framing can, however, be scaled to meet 
the realities of the weekly school classroom – so long as, in the scaling 
process, the core components of the framework remain. 

The project ought to solve a problem that students understand well 
enough so that they can propose solutions in the form of their projects. 
The classic example of PBL comes from Ron Berger’s book An Ethic of 
Excellence,1 in which students conduct a water-quality study in their 
hometown and compose recommendations to local regulatory authorities 
based on their findings, prompting the city to rectify several trouble 
spots in water safety. The “problem” can be scaled to Jewish concerns 
from the global bent of traditional PBL: a boring seder (solution: a 
beautiful art haggadah), the need for recognition of the sixth grade class 
moving on to Bnai Mitzvah year (solution: plan and run an end-of-year 
Aliyah ceremony), half the classrooms are missing mezuzot (solution: 
make them!), the school has lost steam in its commitment to tzedakah 
(solution: plan and host a Tzedakah Fair to decide the school’s designated 
project the next year). 

The concluding steps in PBL include the presentation of the project, 
which is achieved commonly enough, but also making some meaningful 
contribution to the community through the project. On both ends of 
the project, educators must build a frame with a “problem” drawn from 
outside the bubble of the project itself and offer an opportunity for 
action to apply the project to that “problem.” This crucial step of wider 
integration often falls short of expectations, however, if it is taken at all.

Influencing the World Around Them 

Students exhibit stronger motivation to explore a subject when they know 
that the product of their work will influence the world around them. In 
our religious schools, students are a part of several communities: the 
class, the school, and the synagogue; their neighborhoods, their cities, 
and their countries of origin; the local Jewish community, the Jewish 
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people as a whole, and the human race. For a project to be meaningful, it need not aim to influence all of the 
student’s intersecting communities – only one or two. Taking steps to bring a project out of the classroom and 
into the community – any community or sub-community – can be as complex as a curricular design overhaul or 
as simple as incorporating projects into pre-existing community events. Even integrating an individual’s project 
into class-wide activities can lend it the sense of relevance and urgency PBL intends to foster. Yet the farthest 
many student projects venture into the world is a bulletin board display in the hallway.

Any Jewish school relies on a myriad of moving parts: scheduling, specialists, all-school events, teachers, 
space reservations, administrators, worship opportunities, synagogue-wide events, tzedakah/social action 
commitments, Bnai Mitzvah preparation, and dozens more. In my experience, the most natural way to bring 
an otherwise isolated project into the community is to use the product to connect two or more of those 
moving parts. For example, make the sixth-grade art siddur an integral component of the end-of-year all-
school assembly or ceremony or use the fourth-grade haggadah for the school’s model seder. Invite the 
second-graders not only to present an Israeli folk dance meticulously learned over the course of the year from 
a specialist, but also to lead the community through the dance on Yom HaAtzama’ut.  Before sending home 
student mezuzot, affix them to classroom doors, perhaps until the next year’s students make a set to replace 
them.  This allows students to see their projects in use around their educational home. 

Ceremonial nods to student work are not enough; children are keen enough to sense how much value is placed 
on their work, which educators can best demonstrate by framing opportunities with substance for students to 
play active roles in the community through that work. The temptation to plan one-hour projects ready to go 
home at the end of the day is substantial and understandable, especially given the often sporadic nature of 
attendance in supplementary religious schools and the delight of parents in being handed freshly-minted work 
in the carpool line. However, most schools exploring learning through projects aim to increase the quality of 
the education in the school and boost the cultural esteem of the program, thereby making it “worthwhile” for 
students to attend more often. If this logic is to work, then the process of learning through projects really must 
take that extra step farther, out into the community, to become Project-Based Learning. 

Poor attendance should be a reason to explore avenues for incorporating PBL. Cultures change slowly, so it 
may take a few academic cycles for the added value from PBL to have a noticeable impact on attendance rates; 
however, the first step toward building a community that values the work of its students is to set up student 
work to be valuable to the community.

Scaffolding and Expanding 

Plenty of learning can be accomplished through a project. PBL, however, erects scaffolding around the project 
and expands the foundation beyond the four walls of the classroom. The recent jump in the popularity of 
the concept is a double-edged sword: as beautiful as the idea of incorporating educative projects into more 
religious school classes may be, the more times the concept is relayed by those who are not deeply familiar 
with PBL’s core components, the more the process risks being “watered down” with oversimplification, 
misunderstanding, or complete omission of some of those components. 

The complex nature of PBL stands as a barrier to its success in our schools. Of all the intricacies of the formal 
PBL framework, the most crucial may be those related to wider integration. If Jewish educators can take 
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steps toward that wider integration, toward formulating a meaningful role for student work to play outside 
the classroom, we can truly begin to reap the benefits of PBL: deep content integration, encouragement of 
creativity, increased student motivation, elevated cultural esteem of the program, and perhaps even more 
regular attendance. 

PBL strives to inspire students to connect the siloed components within a community, and when they see – or 
better yet, work themselves to forge – those connections, all the goals of the school can come a little more 
within reach.

Footnotes: 

1. Berger, Ron.  An Ethic of Excellence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with Students. Heinemann, 
Portsmouth, NH, 2003. 

w



NewCAJE                                                                                                                                  Summer 2016

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Professional Learning Community (PLC) is comprised of a 
group of thoughtful educators who meet together regularly 
with the deliberate intention of deepening their educational 
practices through intentional and close examination and 

reflection, continuously working to improve the overall quality of 
teaching and learning in their classrooms, examining problems of 
practice and teaching dilemmas, and striving to ensure their practices are 
demonstrative of their educational philosophies. 

The Jewish Commuity Day School of Rhode Island (JCDSRI) PLC chose 
Project-Based Learning (PBL) as their year-long topic, to be discussed at 
monthly meetings, for one academic year. Intuitively, PBL always feels 
worthwhile and educationally rich, and the PLC yearned to know more. 
The group began by reading Ron Berger’s “An Ethic of Excellence,”1 using 
this book as a jumping off point, a back-drop, and a lens for their work 
on project-based learning. Berger, a master teacher in his own right, 
routinely uses formal critique sessions and multiple drafts to facilitate his 
student’s achievement of truly excellent work. Much of the work he does 
is project-based and authentic, to an unusually high level. His students 
have checked lead levels of water in the homes of their community 
members. They have learned sign language to communicate while visiting 
friends at a school for the deaf. Conducting a census survey for the state, 
he had students locate frogs that herpetologists thought no longer existed 
in that region. The projects Berger’s students have done are about as real 
and important as they come. 

JCDSRI chose the PBL topic because of our collective pedagogical belief 
that true and deep learning best occurs with the integration of content 
and skills. Initially, our basic understanding of PBL was that students work 
collaboratively on a meaningful interdisciplinary project of substance 
and that the project is the vehicle for the learning, not merely the end-
product of a unit that is only introduced after the content. It is the project 
that kickstarts and drives the learning. The content and skills need to be 
learned to successfully work on and complete the project.

In true PBL, how important is it to distinguish between student-driven, 
student-centered, and student-initiated? Ron Berger’s projects are 
impressive in that his students are intrinsically motivated and that they 
do actual real-world work, not just work that mirrors the real world. 
PBL can be an authentic and/or engaging way for students to learn and 
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construct meaning. The JCDSRI PLC began wrestling with questions that feel essential to getting past a basic 
understanding of PBL. Is it true inquiry? Is it authentic? Is it student-driven?

In the Pre-K classroom at JCDSRI, Andrea Katzman writes the following about her experience applying the 
concepts of critique and multiple drafts to four-year-olds:

Recently, we experimented with a different mode of reflection, that of creating multiple drafts. The book, 
An Ethic of Excellence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with Students, by Ron Berger, inspired us. “In 
life, when the quality of one’s work really matters, one almost never submits a first draft,” Berger writes. 
“An ethic of excellence requires revision.” Berger argues that creating multiple drafts helps us recognize 
and articulate our learning and growth. It encourages us to try, and try . . . and try again. We are afforded 
opportunities to practice being resilient, tenacious, and empathetic. Two students decided they wanted 
to experiment with this concept. Motivated by research they had done while preparing to build our space 
shuttle, they determined that they would draw an astronaut.

After carefully studying a picture of an astronaut, the two students drew their first picture. Afterward, 
each student reflected on his choices and what he felt he might try to do differently for the next draft. 
Then his friend offered feedback, sharing what he liked precisely (an important component of the critique 
process) and what specifically his friend might try next. “I like how you made the helmet a circle -- it 
looks so round!” shared one student. “I see that your astronaut doesn’t look like he has feet. Can you put 
them in next time?” Each student drew four different drafts, taking time between each draft to reflect 
on his own work, as well as that of his peer. The next day, each child presented his work and experiences 
with creating multiple drafts to our kehillah during Circle Time conversations. Shared one student: “I like 
doing drafts. I see I get better at making an astronaut. I didn’t think I could do it. And now I can! I just 
had to keep practicing.” Each time a new draft was shown, the two children heard gasps of astonishment 
from other children. Their audience expressed pride in each student’s progress and his dedication to the 
process.

As the PLC moved on to redefine and apply PBL in their own terms, they found themselves wrestling with 
worthwhile questions. The current understanding is that in PBL, it is the project that drives the learning, as 
opposed to creating a project at the end of a unit. 

These are the aspects the JCDSRI PLC saw in Berger’s work that they feel are essential elements of PBL:  
w Internal motivation for excellence 
w Meaningful work 
w Contributing to society 
w Public presenting 
w Students who feel like they have some stake in it 
w Connected to their lives 
w Interdisciplinary 
w Contains reading and research 
w Brings in experts 
w High quality tools 
w High standards 
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w Clear rubrics 
w Quality vs. quantity

Second grade teacher and technology design lab coordinator Sari Guttin writes that “one thing I am struggling 
with is how can I give [students] the structure they need while allowing them complete creativity and freedom 
of exploration. Also, I’ve been thinking about how I can reach out to the community to utilize its resources and 
create an amazing project.”

Sari has brought to the group questions as to how student-driven true PBL must be. Students not accustomed 
to the progressive notion that their interests are the jumping off points for learning might not be able to 
articulate their own ideas. Conversely, those interests can be teacher-guided. In the fifth grade classroom 
at JCDSRI, the general and Judaic studies teachers recently teamed up for a month-long interdisciplinary 
integrated unit on the moon. The hope is that this will be project-based learning, and the understanding 
is that students need preparation for this work. The current student desire is to create within the school a 
lasting multi-media display that incorporates what they’ve learned and been excited about, as well as a book  
to highlight everything that has fascinated them in their study of the moon. In essence, the project can’t 
be planned until the students learn more, but they are driven to learn more to create something of worth. 
However, the idea for studying the moon did not come from the students. Similarly, most of Berger’s amazing 
projects began as fortuitous opportunities initiated by colleagues and friends. The PLC is wrestling with the 
nuances of student-driven and student-initiated, at all times believing that, in the words of Deborah Meier, 
“teaching is listening.”2

The JCDSRI PLC is currently working on crafting their own working definition of PBL, based on experts in the 
field. The criteria for PBL is as follows:  
w The project and task are initially defined clearly. 
w It is authentic in that it might be a “real-life” problem, there is a “real-life” application, and/or it is 
meaningful for the world. 
w There is a high level of student engagement. 
w Collaboration is essential to the success of the project. 
w It is student-centered and student-driven, along the lines of a constructivist learning approach. 
w There is a driving (open-ended) question that captures the heart of the project, using clear and compelling 
language, and the students find this question so motivating that it inspires in them a need to know. 
w The project requires the use of 21st century skills, inquiry and innovation, feedback and revision, student 
voice and choice. 
w There is both a launching event and a public presentation.

While I felt that what was happening in the moon unit was certainly high-quality teaching and learning, I 
continued to wonder if it was in fact “project-based.” The PLC helped unpack the many layers of the criteria to 
examine the moon unit. My co-teacher, Rabbi Andrea Gouze, and I framed the unit with explicit big ideas that 
we shared with the students:  
w Humans have been fascinated by the moon throughout time. 
w As Jews, we are connected to the moon via our lunar calendar. 
w The moon affects us and our planet.
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The big ideas are posted, and the students often make explicit connections to them. With Rabbi Gouze, they’ve 
explored how and why the Jewish calendar came to be, and our connection to the moon as Jews. They are 
currently writing their own midrashim that connect to the moon. In general studies, they have read folktales 
and mythology about the moon from various cultures, explaining why people believed what they believe. 

This has prompted rich discussions about the nature of what we believe and why we believe certain 
statements without scientific evidence. As fifth graders move from being concrete thinkers to being more 
abstract thinkers, the depth of these discussions reflects the cusp-edness of their developmental stage. Fifth 
graders then chose to write their own folktales about the moon, using a student-initiated and created rubric, 
but they used their science-based questions as jumping off points. Just as ancient cultures used folktales to 
answer their genuine questions, so, too, have my fifth graders. When one student asked another which of his 
ideas were best, a fascinating moment of disequilibrium became apparent. “Do you think it would be cool if I 
wrote about how the moon was formed?” In fact, “How was the moon formed?” was a question this student 
had posted on our moon board. He hoped to learn this in study of the moon. His classmate’s response was, 
“Well, I’m not curious about that, because I already know how the moon was formed.” I was anticipating that 
perhaps this student had been doing some outside research! The first asked his friend, “You do? How?” The 
reply was, “Well, God created the moon.” The two stared at each other, slightly in disbelief of the other. “Well, 
yeah, but I mean, don’t you wonder how it was really created? I mean, like, scientifically.” 

The more we learn about the moon -- from a physics and math view and through poetry and art -- the deeper 
our connections to the moon are. Rosh Hodesh has been a term and a time to these day school students, and 
yet now that their connection to the moon is deeper, their critical thinking skills are strengthened, and they 
cannot help but feel and think more intensely about their connection to the moon as Jews. At the end of the 
month, the art installation began, replete with papier-mache scale model moons; clay scale models based 
on mass; their folk tales, midrashim, poetry, and other artifacts. The initial focus was on learning content to 
make the project as rich as possible. When the construction of the art installation begins, the focus was on 
presentation and critique. The PLC helped me see this work is indeed an example of PBL.

The next steps for the PLC will be to help support members of the group as they plan their own projects for 
their classes to do project-based learning. w

Footnotes:

1. Berger, Ron. An Ethic of Excellence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with Students. Portsmouth, NH. 
Heinemann, 2003. 

2. Meier, Deborah. http://www.azquotes.com/author/20367-Deborah_Meier

http://www.azquotes.com/author/20367-Deborah_Meier
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s part of my education at Hebrew Union College (HUC), I 
have served in five different supplementary religious school 
settings, ranging from a school with five students and myself 
as the only teacher to my current placement, which has 

multiple grade-level classrooms per grade. Within these programs, I have 
seen different teaching and organizational styles, and, in the majority 
of these schools, have not witnessed much deep learning across the 
whole school. The current school year represents my first experience 
with Project-Based Learning (PBL); I am serving as a Rabbinical-Education 
Intern at I. M. Wise Temple in Cincinnati, OH. I have been working with 
my supervisor, Barbara Dragul, to first implement PBL in my fourth-grade 
classroom, as a pilot, by modifying existing elements of the curriculum 
and past lessons (by previous teachers) into the format of PBL. We are 
moving to the next step by implementing a grade-wide project using the 
PBL model with all three fourth-grade classrooms.

The Problem

In my experience, religious school all too often follows a method 
of instruction that is not conducive to deep learning. Teachers lead 
discussions, give information, read with students, and expect the 
information to be absorbed by the students. The “learning” is then 
completed with an activity of some sort – often resulting in something 
along the lines of a dozen identical crafts hanging on the hallway bulletin 
board. The students internalize seemingly small amounts of information 
and often fail to make connections between topics. 

What concerns me, as an educator, is that it seems very little of what goes 
on in the average religious school will carry into those students’ teenage 
and adult years. Granted, all programs are unique and may not match my 
description entirely, but I would argue that many supplementary schools 
fail to create an environment of deep learning during the near-decade 
students spend within the programs. As an HUC student in the rabbinical 
and education programs, I feel that needs to change, and, in my opinion, 
PBL is one route to enacting that change and moving toward deeper 
learning and engagement among our youth.

The Solution

PBL, as I see it, moves the locus of responsibility for learning from 
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the teacher and education staff to the students themselves. Those little crafts are replaced by projects of 
varying degrees of elaborateness, but the projects themselves serve as the learning, not an afterthought. 
Instead of learning-then-doing, PBL is learning-through-doing.  It goes hand-in-hand with the backwards 
design approach/Understanding by Design (UbD) presented by Wiggins and McTighe (Understanding by 
Design, 1998). The teacher must start with the end in mind, and then design a project, which is presented to 
students as their “task,” that will allow them to arrive at the information needed to complete the project. The 
acquisition of knowledge and understanding comes through doing, not through the all-too-often more passive 
means of “learning” that occur in a classroom. The students become their own teachers, and the teachers (and 
madrichim) become the guides that help them on their educational journey by helping them formulate their 
own ideas.

A Concrete Example

Imagine a religious school classroom, a pretty standard room with some posters and student work hanging 
around the room, and the “standard” map of Israel and Aleph-Bet chart. There are seventeen students, three 
madrichim, and a teacher. Of the students, one who is painfully shy, eight with diagnoses of ADD or ADHD, one 
who attends day school, a few who are in their first Jewish education classroom, a few class-clown types, a few 
academically ahead of grade-level, a few behind, one with a significant learning disability, a few who love to be 
at school each week, and a few who often watch the clock waiting to get to their soccer game or whatever is 
next in their schedule.  How do you engage all of these students in a lesson on the history of Israel?

The topic in our history unit that I chose for our first foray into PBL was the United Monarchy. I divided the 
class into three groups. Their task was to give a brief presentation as to why their assigned king (Saul, David 
or Solomon) was the most interesting of the three. Each team was given a short reading that contained 
approximately three pages of information about their king. They were given a checklist for completing the task, 
with specific guidelines describing the categories on which their presentations would be judged. 

Over the course of the project, which took about two hours of class time, students read about their king and 
found at least one other source of information. They used this compiled information to create a poster (with 
a draft presented first for review) and presentation. Then came the time to present to the class. My usually 
rowdy can’t-sit-still students were pinned to their seats, and you could hear a pin drop between students’ 
sentences. They were so proud of the work they, and their classmates, accomplished, that they learned more 
from each other in those 3-minute presentations than I could have taught in an entire day by “traditional 
methods.” More importantly, when debriefing the unit, every group indicated growth in the ability of the 
group to work together. 

The project took the responsibility away from me for their learning, because it was up to each group to 
accomplish their task. (In reality, my responsibility is still there in terms of making the project successful and 
providing the tools needed for students to acquire their own understanding). The students knew that each 
group was doing something different, which made the work of each group important to each student. We 
ended up with three very different posters, 17 happy students, and pleasantly surprised educators.

The Benefits

Here are the benefits as I have observed in PBL in my own classroom:
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• PBL allows for students to delve into the depths of their own creativity and interests, because they are given 
flexibility in the projects they are asked to create.  You will never have a dozen identical crafts on a bulletin 
board again.

• Perceived responsibility for learning is placed on the students. The students have the option to engage in 
the material at the depth that is appropriate for each particular student. While the teacher is still ultimately 
responsible for creating the scaffolding for learning, the each student is responsible for engaging with topics at 
his or her own level.

• Process-learning: Students can be placed in groups to complete a project. Through proper guidance, students 
noticeably improve in their interpersonal interactions as they learn to lead the group and allow space for 
others. With my fourth graders, this has led especially to growth in seeing a situation from another person’s 
point of view.

• Deep learning occurs: Because the students are developing their own learning, discovering and uncovering 
information for themselves, it “sticks” better. The project serves as evidence for learning, and not a test of 
learning or a related fun activity.

• Student behavior: The challenge of working toward a goal, with proper guidance, allows students to 
experience more active learning (both in the cognitive sense and the physical sense), and this helps antsy 
students maintain focus for longer stretches during the religious school day. It provides students with an 
obvious structure of a unit.  It also provides a surface answer to “Why do we need to learn this?”

• Flexibility: The nature of the project allows students, with guidance, to utilize their strengths to enhance 
learning. The student who is not a strong reader can contribute the group in other areas, while the strong 
reader can cull information from written sources. Conversely, madrichim and teachers can encourage students 
to challenge themselves and push their comfort zones to new levels.

• Attendance: The possibility of doing larger-scale projects over multiple sessions gives students an incentive 
for more regular attendance.  They do not want to miss working on projects. The projects have given students 
a more immediate sense that their presence makes a difference in the classroom; it gives them importance as 
an individual.

Concluding Remarks

Supplementary religious schools give teachers a unique responsibility and opportunity to create learning 
experiences for students. Its teachers are not bound by state-mandated requirements and other limitations 
of public school systems. As educators in supplementary schools, we have the opportunity to take risks and 
experiment with our methodology. PBL is one way of doing this that is easy to implement and can bring 
immediate results.  w
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s a Jewish educator in the 21st century, I am presented with 
the daunting challenges of the current Bnai Mitzvah process, 
and, like other educators, I look for new and invigorating ways 
to revolutionize learning. We’re all looking for that “wow-

factor” that will keep all our students engaged and make them want to 
return our synagogues.1 This paper does not describe the exact formula 
for that, and though I do not consider myself an expert, the initiative 
I will detail was a process that completely redirected the way I look at 
middle school students, and my plans to program for them in the future. 
This initiative was a complete make-over of the Bnai Mitzvah year at 
University Synagogue and a move to project-based learning. In this paper, 
I will shed light on the challenges we faced before we attempted such 
an initiative and the initial steps we took to bring it to our school and I 
also will offer two successful examples that came out of our program. I 
will conclude with caveats for any educator to consider before bringing a 
project-based learning initiative into their religious school curriculum.

The post-Bnai Mitzvah drop out rate is high, parental involvement is low, 
Hebrew instruction is marginal, and the “Do-It-Yourself” ceremony is on 
the rise (Aron 2010). Hours of instruction are nominal, religious school 
is considered a second-tier necessity, and Jewish education is thought 
to culminate with the Bar/Bar Mitzvah “performance” rather than 
“enculturation of a ‘way of life (Wetheimer 2007).’” If we accept this as 
truth for many congregations, we have a series of questions to constantly 
ask ourselves. How do we program for post-Bnai Mitzvah students? What 
should our expectations be? How do we budget for them? How do we get 
buy-in from them and from their parents? What is the incentive for them 
to remain in our schools?

I returned to my home synagogue, Temple Isaiah in Los Angeles, to 
teach seventh grade. I was apprehensive; I knew if the curriculum and 
teacher are not a perfect fit, students quickly check out. The year was 
poorly planned, and I was disorganized; my co-teachers and I struggled 
to reach our students. It was painful to watch them slip away all year 
and fight an inadequate curriculum.  When the time came to determine 
whether I wanted to return to teach the following year, I was not 
inclined to continue with those students. However, the then-Director 
of Congregational Learning (and my supervisor), Josh Mason-Barkin, 
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convinced me to take on a new project. This time, we did our homework.

“[Middle school students] tend to be highly curious and display a broad array of interests — though few are 
sustained. Typically, young adolescents are eager to learn about topics they find interesting and useful, favor 
active over passive learning experiences, and prefer interactions with peers during educational activities.”3

Given our poor attempt at reaching seventh graders the previous year, we realized our students needed to 
be engaged in relevant ways; they wanted to be challenged and they wanted to create. These students were 
smart and would have been ready to work if given the appropriate tools. Josh and I found that to do this was 
to put them in the driver’s seat and introduce them to project-based learning, and thus Emtza (Hebrew word 
for “middle”) was born.

Exploring Real-World Problems and Challenges

Project-based learning is a dynamic approach to teaching in which students explore real-world problems and 
challenges. With this type of active and engaged learning, students are inspired to obtain a deeper knowledge 
of the subjects they’re studying. They are evaluated on the basis of such projects, rather than “narrow rubrics 
defined by exams, essays and written reports.”4 Assessment then becomes more valuable to them, and they 
often can see how their academic work can connect to real-life issues. Students thrive with the amount of 
flexibility that comes with project-based learning, and there is opportunity for community involvement in that 
assessment process.

Instead placing our students in large classes, we divided them into small groups of 6-10 students at most, 
and these clusters were devoted to a project for the entire semester. Each teacher (or, more properly named, 
“facilitator”) would be responsible for guiding students through the project while allowing the students 
themselves to take ownership. We would bring in “experts” in the varying fields to teach them necessary skills 
for these projects and allow these students to experiment with different media. The criteria for the project 
were:

w The content of the projects had to be Jewish. Above all, these projects had to have some component relating 
to Judaism. They could fall under the category of Jewish history, culture, liturgy or contemporary issues, but 
needed to be fundamentally Jewish.

w Projects needed to give students the option to express some component of their identity. We needed to 
remember that “Jewishness” isn’t the defining identity for our students (Mason-Barkin 2013). These projects 
were intended to allow students to showcase other aspects of themselves: as members of the Temple Isaiah 
community, Angelinos, middle schoolers, athletes, dancers, artists, actors, gamers, readers or thinkers.

w Projects had to be relevant and authentic. In other words, this was not meant to be a project for project’s 
sake, or something that would be thrown away at the end of the year, but a project that would have longevity 
in our community.

w Students would learn a tangible non-Jewish skill set. This project-based initiative involved learning how to 
express Jewish content and identity with a new medium, whether it was painting, photography, videography, 
dance, music, etc. Students would engage in active hands-on learning throughout the year.
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For the first semester, Josh, Carla Kopf (then Temple Isaiah Religious School Assistant Director), and I developed 
the specific projects, and the following semester, the teachers in the program developed their own project 
ideas with input from the students. We gave students the option of selecting their project and ranking their 
choices. We made every effort to place students in one of their top two choices and moved students around if 
necessary. These projects were:

w A children’s book 
w An online exhibit of Temple Isaiah’s history 
wA short film 
w A Jewish mural 
w A Holocaust ibook 
w A photo essay about the art and architecture of Temple Isaiah to be an interactive part of the synagogue  
   website 
w A Jewish sculpture 
w A blog about interfaith relations 
w A yearbook for Emtza 
w A siddur

For many of the students, this program worked extremely well, and we watched them feel increasingly 
empowered during the time they worked on their project. I will describe in detail two examples that were 
particularly successful.

Our Interconnected Judaism: A Jewish Mural

The students who selected this project were the artistic ones, ready to paint, draw, and sculpt. The students 
first heard a personalized presentation about murals in Los Angeles (and Jewish murals in general) by Janna 
Fisher, a Jewish mural enthusiast. The following week, they took a trip to view two Jewish murals – one outside 
Canter’s Deli on Fairfax Avenue (depicting various stages of Los Angeles Jewish history)5 and one outside the 
National Council of Jewish Women’s office (emphasizing social action, community service and education). Once 
they had this foundation, their facilitator spent time discussing various Jewish art themes. They considered 
their options and together decided that they would each create their own individual sections and they would 
all come together as a cohesive unit in a universal dedication to Temple Isaiah’s beloved cantor who would 
be leaving the synagogue at the end of that year. They sketched individually, came together, and critiqued 
each other, then sketched some more. They decided together how to lay everything out, and then began 
individually sketching their ideas on their canvas. Once the drawing placements were set, they began to paint. 
The facilitator helped out where she was needed; one student became ill several weeks into the semester and 
was not able to finish her project, so the facilitator took over. The end result was a beautiful mural depicting 
Israel, music, prayer, friendship, and spirituality and how we connect as Jews to one another.

Mordechai, Haman, and The Wizard of Oz: A Purim rap video and parody

The students who chose this project were interested in sketch comedy, as well as video production. They began 
by meeting a series of sketch-comedians, playing drama games, and watching several short films on sketch 
comedy.  They then had a brainstorming session. With the holiday of Purim approaching, they wanted to do 
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something bridging these joyous holiday themes with comedy and video. The facilitators gave the students the 
chance to work on a basic script outline and lyrics and to practice during each class period. Over the course of 
several class sessions, students were able to work at an editing bay in pairs to help splice the film components 
together. Of course, given the nature of video editing, a large portion of the editing and splicing needed to be 
done when the students weren’t in class, but the facilitators were willing to put this extra time in to bridge the 
gaps of the students’ work. It was through this extra commitment that a hilarious video was created, one with 
tremendous energy, showcasing their work in lyrics, song, costumes, lighting, and set design.6 We showcased 
the piece at a siyyum (our celebratory end-of-the-year presentation), in which all the students were able to 
view the other projects, ask questions, and talk about their own projects. Parents were invited, as well as the 
“experts” who helped with the projects to begin with.

Questions to Consider

For educators considering this type of programming in the future, there are several questions to consider:

What is the timeline for implementation for this type of program? 
Our staff began to prepare mid-summer and made loose plans before bringing facilitators in. We would have 
done well to bring in the facilitators earlier so they could have a hand in planning out their project timelines 
before the year even began and would have already had connections to “experts” in the various fields.

What type of faculty should be recruited for this initiative? 
Project-based learning requires facilitators who are committed to seeing projects through and willing to 
spend significant time preparing out of the classroom. They must be able to think quickly on their feet and 
keep a watchful eye on their students, all the while giving them creative license and ownership. It is only 
with their buy-in that the students actually will be the driving force of the learning opportunity.7 In our case, 
the facilitators who had input on the nature of the projects tended to be more willing to put in extra time 
and effort. This type of program does not resemble a typical religious school class where a curricular guide is 
handed off to a teacher and followed all year.

How much does the program cost? 
We were extremely fortunate to have ample funds for this program in terms of equipment, supplies, field trips, 
printed materials, etc., and we did not have to do any additional fundraising or budgeting. However, this is not 
the reality in most congregations. Educators preparing their budgets would be advised to create a separate 
Emzta budget line so that they do have to worry about the rest of their classes using up the funds devoted to 
special equipment. Careful consideration should be paid to the projected cost of supplies; just because this is 
not a traditional class with textbooks does necessarily mean it will be inexpensive. For example, there often 
are additional costs associated with printed materials, as special printing generally must be outsourced to a 
commercial venue. Often, special equipment must also be purchased or rented, and this often goes beyond 
traditional classroom supplies.

Can project-based learning be implemented on a smaller scale?  
We did not consider integrating project-based learning on a smaller scale (as part of a larger, more traditional 
class curriculum rather than the primary focus), but this might be an effective way to try out an initiative such 
as this without committing as much time, funds, and resources. 
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Whether the project is long- or short term, there are certain guidelines that translate.

Project-based learning must be tangible, skills-driven, and relevant, but, above all, authentic. Projects are 
meant to enhance Jewish learning, not substitute for it. Students need to feel connected to the subject matter, 
and the project-based learning initiative should enrich that connection. These projects should allow students 
to leave a piece of themselves behind in their community, and their community should provide a place for 
them to thrive and dig deeper into the Jewish learning. The Bnai Mitzvah preparation period should be a time 
for growth and education, and project-based learning can be a positive force for that growth and education.
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hat does a society need to be successful and sustainable over 
time?” This is the essential question that guides my sixth 
grade interdisciplinary, project-based learning, “The Cultural 
Universals Museum.”

For the last 15 years, I have spearheaded this project, evolving it from 
a template by an educational company, Interact. It began at Brandeis 
Day School in Marin County, CA, as a collaborative effort between the 
History, English, Science, Math, Art, Music, Technology, and Judaic Studies 
teachers. I will continue this project at the Gideon Hausner school in Palo 
Alto, CA, where I will begin teaching in the fall of 2016. Both schools are 
composed of students from diverse Jewish backgrounds and are open 
and accepting communities. Fostering shared values is supported by both 
institutions.  

Making School Seem More Like Real Life 

For me, a classroom room teacher of 20-plus years, project-based 
learning is something I have always done, regardless of whether or not 
it was in vogue. It makes school seem more like real life. Students need 
to be able to ask critical questions and link what they already know to 
what they are learning. Many students thrive in a hands-on learning 
environment, where the goal is not to re-state the reading, but to actively 
engage in material and questions over an extended period of time. 
Project-based learning does not have to be cross-curricular, but I think it 
reinforces concepts and language substantially if it is done in this manner.

As a sixth grade History and English teacher, and former Judaic 
Studies teacher, I view the project as a perfect catalyst to learning 
about cultures and ancient civilizations. It has students asking what 
values hold cultures together and help them thrive. Yet the project also 
addresses activities that emphasize intra/interpersonal capabilities, 
building trust and communication skills, critical thinking and problem-
solving skills, collaboration, understanding the importance of teamwork, 
and recognizing and valuing an individual’s own abilities. It also helps 
students see connections across subjects, which can be challenging in the 
middle school systems, unless teachers consciously recognize the value of 
this kind of learning.

Each year, depending on the teachers involved, “The Cultural Universals 
Museum” project changes and deepens. The students are assigned real 
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locations on a map, which they will be studying later in the year. And with relatively no prior knowledge of the 
complex cultures that live there, they are asked to create a successful and sustainable civilization, as if they 
were the first people to inhabit the area.

In science classes, they learn about the living geography of the area, including the weather, bodies of water, 
and local plants and animals. In math class, they study alternative number systems, such as base 5 or base 16. 
In art class, they create artifacts from their culture out of clay. In music classes, they are asked to create and 
sing a national anthem, devotional song or lullaby that reflects the values of their culture. In history classes, 
they are told of all the elements that make up a successful society, including values, government, food and 
water sources, shelter, arts and recreation, a language, rules, and leadership. In English classes, they read 
creation myths from around the world and write a creation myth for their culture that reflects its beliefs 
and values. And, in Judaic Studies, they look more deeply at the creation story told in Genesis and work to 
understand the Jewish and universal values that are embedded in the story.

I tell my students, “Your culture must be strong, have heart, and be smart.” In a Jewish context, I would say it 
as, “Kavod, Gemilut Hasadim, and Rahamim.” 

Crossing Disciplines 

There are multiple tie-ins to Jewish education contained in the project. It creates connections between what 
is being taught in secular classes and Judaic Studies. It brings teachers together, across disciplines, to help 
develop the idea that cultures share common values.

A six-week endeavor, the project is how the sixth grade teams open the school year. Not all classes are 
involved in all six weeks. And it requires much communication between teachers and much support from 
administration. 

The Cultural Universals Museum culminates in an assembly where student in grades 3-8 are invited to walk 
through the museum.  Parents of sixth graders also are invited.

Sixth graders are divided into several different roles for the presentation.  

Docent : Welcomes each group and explains the project.  They also guide groups viewing each culture.

Culture person: Two or three students represent their culture and explain the artifacts, maps, and creation 
stories of their culture.  They also sing a song from their culture.

Technology person: A PowerPoint or HyperStudio presentation also is made, showcasing the innovative and 
original technology of the culture. 

This project-based unit sets the stage for a great year, where students continually refer back to the essential 
question, “What does a society need to be successful and sustainable over time?” As students go on to study 
ancient cultures in History and the Earth in Science, they already are looking for the common elements that 
are necessary for success.  This tie-in can be reinforced in Judaic Studies with the learning of Midot (values).

Project-based learning is a hot topic in the current world of education.  It will always remain at the forefront in 
my classroom. w
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s you can probably imagine, teaching a Shabbat School class 
of six students in a small congregation in the Midwest comes 
with its fair share of challenges. Two years ago, the challenge 
I faced was how to get my fifth grade tefillah class engaged in 

the siddur in a way that differed from what they were already doing twice 
a week in Hebrew school.  We couldn’t write or use highlighters, YouTube 
clips or audio files. And simply reading through the prayers again in 
Hebrew would certainly lead to behavior problems, because by the time 
the students got to my class, they already had been sitting, listening, and 
discussing for 45 minutes in their previous class. I had to think outside the 
box for this one.

The box that we were in was the book itself – the prayer book. My 
students were unfamiliar with the siddur, its organization, its history, its 
patterns and components. Because they all attend secular schools, they 
did not attend services regularly enough to pick up on these intuitively. 
They did not daven on a daily basis.         

As a literacy teacher in the public schools for my 9-5 job, I analyzed 
this situation from that lens. Simply put, my students were not literate 
in the siddur, neither in the Hebrew nor in the structure of the siddur 
itself.  Once I understood this as a literacy problem, I was able to attack 
it from that perspective. What would I do with students who did not 
have enough exposure to text, who had no context or familiarity with the 
whole nor its parts? I would create experiences that would allow them 
to create this for themselves. The brain is hard-wired to seek patterns. 
With enough exposure, and with the right scaffolding, my students would 
be able to see the patterns and then begin to start wondering why those 
patterns were there and what their purposes were. 

The Solution Is Somewhere

Luckily for me, I had worked on a reading curriculum project over the 
summer for my school system. Through that project, I learned about 
textmapping. The premise is that by taking the pages of a book and 
turning them into a scroll that shows the entirety of a section of text, the 
brain can see the whole and then begin to understand its parts and their 
functions. When one turns the pages of a book, one cannot see the big 
picture. However, when those pages are taped side-to-side and then hung 
on the wall, and one can walk the length of the text, the body and the 
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brain work together to take in the visual and physical cues. This was exactly the type of experience I needed to 
provide my fifth graders.  

Textmapping

To start, I reviewed the steps to creating a textmapping lesson on textmapping.org. Then, I spent a good 
twenty minutes at the shul’s copy machine, carefully copying each page of the Shabbat Shacharit service. 
Lugging the still-warm copied pages home, I gathered my tape, glue stick, and copies; sat down at the dining 
room table; and got to work. I glued and taped each page side to side. Fingers sticky, neck aching, I pressed 
on.  For obvious reasons, the amount of paper and time needed to create the scroll is the biggest pitfall of this 
activity. However, it is well-worth the upfront investment as the scrolls can be reused for innumerable lessons 
throughout the years.         

The pages for the entire Siddur Sim Shalom’s Shabbat Shacharit service stretched no fewer than 12 feet. I 
rolled it up and fastened it with a rubber band. The scroll was complete. Armed with my pad of pink, orange, 
yellow, green and blue sticky note flags; my scroll; a role of blue painter’s tape; and lesson plan notes from 
textmapping,org, the lesson was ready for Shabbat.                     

The reveal

I presented the class and lesson as an introduction to the siddur. Immediately, my students asked, with great 
dramatic effect and some whining, if they were going to do the same thing that they do in Hebrew school. I 
held up the scroll and said, “You tell me.”         

I had one student take the free end of the scroll and start walking toward the back of the chapel where we 
held our class.   As he kept walking further and further back, the other students’ eyes got wider and wider. 
There were wows and oohs and ahhs until finally the scroll was completely extended and we used the painter’s 
tape to attach the scroll to the wall. “That is amazing!” they exclaimed. The effect of the 12-foot scroll worked 
almost too well; my students became a bit over-excited. We should have such problems in the classroom, 
right? 

Step back

Once everyone calmed down a bit, I had all the students stand on the opposite side of the room, across from 
the scroll.  They were impressed with its length and amazed that it was all for only one part of the Shabbat 
morning service. 

Walk the scroll

The students lined up and they walked the length of the scroll from beginning to end, paced so that they 
weren’t all bunched up. They were simply to read headings and see more of what was on the pages, while 
also getting a physical feel for its length.  As they walked, they pointed features out to one another, compared 
details, and shared thoughts. Thus, they experienced the collaborative nature of the activity. They were 
working together to construct meaning. 
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What do you see that is familiar?

Then, I asked all the students to stand back from the scroll again, and, one at a time, they were to tell me what 
they saw in the scroll that was familiar to them. They eagerly mentioned that they saw the Shema, the Barchu, 
and a kaddish. This was a way to assess who knew what prayers and if they were able to apply part of what 
they were learning in Hebrew school to this tefillah class. 

Show me where . . .

Focusing our attention, like a funnel going from wide to narrow, I then asked the students to find specific words 
on configurations.  Using removable sticky notes in the shape of an arrow, I asked the students to mark every 
time they saw:

• The Shema – blue 
•  A bracha, “Baruch atah Hashem, etc.” – pink 
• Kaddish – yellow 
• The Barchu – orange 
•  The word “Amidah” – green         

Using the removable sticky notes and color-coding them was a way to make the patterns visible. They noticed 
that there were many more instances of brachot within the Amidah than anywhere else in the service. Also, 
they asked questions about the location of Amidah in relation to the other prayers. They commented that the 
Barchu and the Shema are close together, at the beginning, and don’t appear again. Finally, they realized that 
the kaddish both opens and closes the service.         

I could have told them all these things, but the power was that they were able to construct the understanding 
themselves. 

What is the sequence?

Once the sections of the service were familiar, and the names of the prayers in the Shabbat Shacharit service 
identified, I had the students walk to each in order, tap them, and say it aloud. They did this again and again, 
more and more rapidly, until they were able to recite the order from memory. 

Was it effective?

To assess if this unit and its lessons were effective, I needed to look back at my original learning targets: that 
the students would have a positive disposition toward Shabbat school, toward tefillah, and toward my class, 
and that the students would know the sequence of the main prayers in the Shabbat Shacharit service.

Based on their level of engagement, their insights, and their observations once patterns began to emerge -- 
and their request to bring the scroll out again and again during subsequent lessons -- I concluded that I had 
achieved the first goal.         

At the beginning of the second lesson, I asked who could remember the order of the prayers. I told them to go 
up to the wall, without yet hanging up the scroll, and tap out where each prayer was and say it. All six students 
were able to do this with 80% or greater accuracy.
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Later Lessons

We used the scroll in almost every class that year. Once the surface-level patterns and structure were 
identified, we moved onto deeper questions including why the Amidah is where it is; the progression of the 
prayers from the communal call to prayer of the Barchu; the loving relationship between Hashem and the 
Jewish people in the Shema; and the personal prayers, praise, and requests in the Amidah. We also were able 
to identify special prayers for holidays and understand why they were placed there and their functions. The 
scroll activity was the frame, and throughout the year we were able to fill out their understanding of tefillah by 
hanging that new information on what they learned already.         

Upon reflection, later in the year I would have wanted to compare the Shacharit for Shabbat with the 
Shacharit for weekdays so that my students would be able to see the similarities and differences.  In addition, 
the following year, I could have chosen to highlight musaf, or focused more on the Amidah itself and gone 
deeper.  There are any number of ways to extend this, and further fill out their understanding of the siddur and 
its prayers. It is limited only by our creativity and curiosity.w
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have often seen students’ eyes glaze over in religious school 
tefillah, and sometimes it can feel like the only tradition we 
are preserving is that of their parents’ eyes glazing over in 
services. Was this why religious schools carved out a piece 

of their limited instructional time? Was it merely to expose students to 
prayers they are studying for Bnai Mitzvah? Or is this an opportunity for 
creating prayer experiences that students describe as meaningful? If so, 
it should not be a missed opportunity. We often speak of religious school 
tefillah as a time for building community, because it is the one time 
everyone in the school is together. But if everyone is together in a room, 
and no one speaks to each other, does it make a community?

These are questions that I struggle with as an educator, a tefillah leader, 
and a Jew. As a participant, I hope to be moved by worship experiences.  
As a leader, I hope to make the experience meaningful.  As an educator, I 
want students to have a positive Jewish experience that inspires them -- 
to lead, to learn and to live Jewishly. How can we make the time students 
spend in religious school tefillah meaningful and memorable, and how 
can it be used to develop relationships and build community?

There are elements inherent in a service that do engage children. 
Children love to talk, to sing, to move, and to listen to stories. If we can 
frame the tefillah with these concepts, perhaps we can create a more 
engaging prayer experience. If we can infuse each element of the service 
with meaning, taking the time to explain and explore what we do and 
why we do it, we have the potential of making not only religious school 
tefillah more engaging, but also every service they attend for the rest of 
their lives. 

A New Template

Using this model, in my role as Youth Educator at Congregation Rodeph 
Sholom in New York City, I worked in partnership with the other members 
of the education team -- Tirza Arad, Kerith Braunfeld and Marcia Stein 
-- to reinvent our religious school tefillah experience for grades 2-6.  
During our summer planning, we created a new template for our weekly 
educational tefillah experiences that includes each of the following:

w Opening and closing songs 
w A trigger (media, story, song) or set induction 
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w A prayer or moment to focus on 
w A physical/movement piece 
w A discussion/interactive piece, often a question that will connect to a particular prayer moment, using the 
think/pair/share model

We also were mindful of setting the space and having a role for the clergy and teachers. Each week, we 
combined these elements with a short, more traditional Hebrew tefillah, including the prayers we had covered 
so far that year. We made use of visual tefillah (Hebrew text on PowerPoint, instead of siddurim) and included 
images from previous tefillah learning moments with the prayers they correspond to.

We also added a monthly Rosh Chodesh Torah service, to expand their comfort and familiarity with the Torah 
service, to celebrate the holiday, and to vary the routine from week to week. This also allowed us to introduce 
the prayer for the new month and Mi Shebeirach into regular use. This model very quickly led us to new levels 
of engagement, and we heard positive feedback from parents and students referring to recent moments from 
tefillah when sharing their thoughts. The natural next step was to create a more meaningful prayer experience 
for our teens.

As children get older, we may encourage them to be creative with their prayer experiences. But if they have 
not experienced creative tefillot, how will they begin to be creative?  If they do not understand what the 
elements of the service are and why they are included, how would they modify the experience? When we 
offered our 8th-12th graders the opportunity to create their own service, they gave us a very traditional one -- 
longer than anything we’ve ever planned -- and we realized they did not have the skill set or the experience to 
think that far out of the box about tefillah!

“Ruach Rock”

I am passionate about making Judaism and prayer more accessible to children and teens. Using popular music 
along with my own compositions, I have crafted a creative contemporary “Ruach Rock” service for teens 
patterned after the traditional model. Each prayer is thematically represented in order, and I have incorporated 
elements of singing, movement, talking, and listening using a mixture of Hebrew and English. I also have been 
conscious of using “The Five M’s,” a concept coined by Cantor Benjie-Ellen Schiller -- music of majesty, of 
meditation, of meeting, of memory and of momentum. My intention is that by using familiar music to address 
the themes covered by our prayers, participants will have a different perspective on each prayer that will 
stay with them the next time they encounter it in a service. Over the past few years, I have implemented this 
service with teens and adults around the country. The response has been enthusiastic, but I see it as merely 
the first step in a process of encouraging others to come up with their own creative worship models.

As children prepare to become Bar and Bat Mitzvah, they study Hebrew and learn to read and chant the 
prayers, so that they can lead a service. But do they learn to become active participants in services? I would 
love to see more time invested in their understanding and appreciation of prayer as it pertains to living a 
Jewish life, rather than focusing on just one day, which makes it so easy not to return the day after.  My 
proposal is this: Students learn by doing, and that doesn’t just mean doing things the way they have always 
been done. To create their own service, they need to know what it is all about. By examining the service prayer 
by prayer, moment by moment, they will better understand it, and they will be able to infuse it with meaning 
when they make decisions about how to best present it.
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To address this challenge, I created and implemented a “Ruach Rock” tefillah creative prayer curriculum for 7th  

to 10th graders, as part of earning my Master’s Degree in Religious Education (MARE) at HUC-JIR in New York 
City.  At the outset, students participate in the “Ruach Rock” service, as an example of how to be creative with 
worship, primarily through music. This could be a part of an Artist-in-Residence weekend to include teacher 
training and other programming for children, teens, and families. After this initial experience, in the next one 
to two sessions, students will process it and compare it to the traditional experience, and explore their own 
feelings about prayer and worship models.

The main piece of this curriculum is a session-by-session exploration of each prayer in the religious school’s 
tefillah. Using discussion questions, games, movement, popular (and traditional) music, and anecdotes/stories, 
students will engage in making each element in the service meaningful, and each session will conclude with 
brainstorming possibilities for an alternative experience of that prayer.

The final two or three sessions will be directed towards preparing a creative student-led tefillah. This tefillah 
should include aspects that are both familiar and non-traditional. Students can use music, artwork, and text 
to create the siddur (prayer book) for this experience. They can choose from and build on ideas they have 
generated throughout the semester. Although this final tefillah will serve as a siyyum (conclusion), the process 
along the way is just as important, if not more so, in assessing student learning based on each element they 
create in the weekly sessions. The classroom conversations and student ideas will reflect the depth of their 
understanding of each element of the service. The siyyum is an opportunity for student reflection, both upon 
the personal and the group journey, and their own assessment of the final product.

After years of struggling to create an engaging teen minyan as part of our Tuesday night post-Bnai Mitzvah 
program, I adapted this curriculum with the teens at Rodeph Sholom within the context of the weekly minyan 
itself, though it allows for much deeper learning as a separate parallel learning component. But even in that 
limited implementation, I observed a change in the way our students encountered prayer, and I felt a charge in 
the air as our tefillah became a collaborative, changing, and thoughtful experience. I am proud of the work we 
have done and am excited to share it with others!w
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ack in the 90’s when I was a kid
I knew there were things that us Jews always did:
we ate giant meals, and read from the Torah
lit Shabbat candles, danced in a hora

and also, we prayed, but I didn’t know why.
Were we sending our queries to God in the sky?
Were we mumbling magic like many magicians?
Because of tradition, or old superstitions?
 
At Schechter we prayed, we prayed everyday
and through repetition I learned what to say.
I could walk into shul, anytime, anywhere
pick up the siddur and find the right prayer.
And though by the end we were prayer literate,
none of my friends liked to daven one bit.
It was boring and awful, with no explanation,
no singing, discussion, or any translation.
So they grew to resent it, my peers at that school.
But I liked it -- I thought that praying was cool
And while praying at home could be such a bummer
I still learned to love it at camp every summer.
 
We said the same prayers, still early each day
but our staff made it fun in their own special way.
Sometimes they’d use music, recorded or not,
play acting games, or engage us in thought.
They inserted moments of meaning and fun,
to say, “prayer is hard, but it can be done,
and it can mean something to you when you’re young
and be more than letters you speak with your tongue.”
 
Now I’m a teacher myself and I’m blessed
that my counselors made programs and gave it their best.
But that’s not what I see in traditional places
(except for a few very rare, special cases.)
At camps, in programs, and in many day schools,
They still pray by rote, and pray by the rules.
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Yet prayer teaches gratitude, thanks, praise, and awe --
I want students to live lives enriched by tefillah.
Not zombies who mumble in Hebrew and kneel
but students who grapple, discuss, sing, and feel.
So wherever I teach, whenever I can,
I follow the rules of my own made up plan.
 
Step one: I ask “why?” What does prayer really do?
What does it mean to tradition? and you?
Perhaps it connects us to history,
or binds us to Jewish community
or gives us responsibility,
or points out the blessings in all that we see?
We must talk about why, or meaning is lost.
They might know how to pray, but perhaps at a cost?
Repetition is good, and mechanics are great,
but it needs to balanced with some other state.
 
Step two: mix it up! Add in a small treat
that gets people thinking or moving their feet.
Tell a story, teach music, or act a small play
injecting some meaning to praying that day.
The third step is harder, it’s deep and systemic,
requiring work and reports academic,
but we need to rethink how we teach prayer at all.
These games and discussions are great, but they’re small.
 
We could fix it up, piece by piece, patch by patch,
but what if we rebuilt the whole thing from scratch?
What if our curricula were made from the start
to balance out knowledge and spirit and heart?
To teach of the “why,” but also the “how,”
Like “why are we thankful?” and “how do I bow?”
 
In my congregations, I’m mixing up prayer,
and getting great feedback from those who are there.
There’s much more to do, and a long road ahead
but I believe in this work, and I want it to spread,
through books that I’ll write and through classes I teach,
by working with educators, doing outreach.
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I know that it’s needed, I’ve heard all the cries,
and counted the sighs, and seen the rolled eyes,
But I still love to pray, it’s Judaism to me,
so I must work to give others that opportunity,
to make prayer that connects present, future, and past,
and build educational models that last.
 
I end with a prayer of my own, so to speak,
that we all can create the tefillot that we seek,
full of meaning and spirit and knowledge and fun,
that bring us together in tune with the One.
 
 

w
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efore anything ever existed, there was God, God’s angels, 
and huge masses of rocks and water with no place to go. The 
angels looked around and asked God, “Why don’t you clean 
up this mess?”

So, God collected the rocks, put them together in clumps, and said, 
“Some of these clumps of rocks will be planets, some will be stars, and 
some of these rocks will just be rocks.” Then, God collected the water and 
said, “Some of these pools of water will be oceans, and some will become 
clouds, and some of this water will just be water.”

The angels looked around and said, “Well, God, It’s neater now, but is it 
finished?” And God answered, “Not yet!”

On some of the rocks, God placed growing things, creeping things, and 
even some things that only God knew what they were.  And, when God 
had done all this, the angels looked around and asked, “Is the world 
finished now?” And God answered, “Not yet!”

Then, God made a man and a woman from some of the water and dust 
and said to them, “You know, I am tired now. Please finish up the world 
for me; really, it’s almost done.” But the man and the woman said, “We 
can’t finish the world alone! We don’t even know where to start!”

“I know you can do this,” God answered them. “But, I promise you this: If 
you keep trying to finish the world, I will be your partner.”

The man and woman asked, “What’s a partner?” and God answered, “A 
partner is someone you work with on a big thing that neither of you can 
do alone. If you have a partner, it means you can never give up, because 
your partner is depending on you. Even on the days you may think I am 
not doing enough, and on the days I may think you are not doing enough, 
we are still partners and we must not stop trying to finish the world. 
That’s the deal.” And they all agreed to that deal.

Then, the angels asked God, “Is the world finished yet?” and God 
answered, “I don’t know. Go ask my partners.”1

The Notion of Covenant

At the heart of Jewish tradition is the notion of covenant, the relationship 
between humanity and God that is defined by a reciprocal agreement 
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that states that if humanity commits itself to be in relationship with God, God will commit God’s self to be in 
relationship with humanity.  This, of course, also means that if God commits God’s self to be in relationship 
with humanity, humanity will commit itself to be in relationship with God.  For many of our philosophers, 
this relationship is dynamic and continuously evolving and can be challenged.  It is founded on the notion 
that everyone is accountable for each other and in partnership with each other.  So, when thinking about our 
relationship with God, I choose to believe that God doesn’t depend on the angels. 

God depends on us to be angels.  Judaism teaches us that humanity was created b’tzelem elohim, which, for 
me, means that a spark of the divine is within each of us.  It may be God who provides the sparks and ignites it, 
but it is our responsibility to keep the flames going.2

In terms of the classroom experience, gone are the days when rules are posted on the bulletin board the first 
day of class and, the next day, students return with a form indicating that they have discussed these rules with 
their parents.  Today, many classes are adopting a model that strives to create a more democratic community.  
The social contract, as it’s being called in secular communities, is not about rules, but rather expectations, 
boundaries, and principles that govern this community.  The goal of the social contract is to empower its 
members to do everything they can to improve themselves and their class.  Rules are simply those statements 
on the front bulletin board of the classroom.  

A social contract is a living and breathing document that is a concrete part of a student’s learning experience.  
Social contracts take the abstract concepts of what is and what is not appropriate in the classroom and 
translates them into actual ideas and behaviors.  The intent is that if both the students and teachers take 
ownership of the contract from the onset, its effectiveness will be greater.3 In other words, if the students 
feel that rules are being imposed on them, the contract no longer can positively influence behavior.  By taking 
ownership in the contract, students are more likely to hold themselves and others accountable. 

The Class Brit

In Jewish settings, the social contract can be thought of as a class brit.  When explaining what a brit is and 
how it functions, teachers can refer to numerous biblical texts that outline how the brit manifested itself 
between the people and God.4  What is evident from these verses is that the brit is a sign of the relationship; 
it is an indication of a mutual promise between two parties.  In parashat Nitzavim, we learn that the entire 
community stood at Mount Sinai as Moses delivered the Ten Commandments, and that entire community 
– elders, men, women, children, and even strangers are part of the covenant.  With these ideas in mind, a 
classroom brit can function as an extension of the covenant set forth in our Torah.  Adhering to the classroom 
brit not only represents a commitment to the class itself, but also serves as a reminder of what it means to be 
Jewish and live out values such as kavod (respect), derech eretz (appropriate behavior), g’milut chasidim (acts 
of lovingkindness).

In designing a class brit, the class must first determine a set of expectations and principles that guide how the 
class and community are structured.  It is important that this list be as short as possible.  The longer the list, 
the more difficult it will be for the class to remember.  In addition, the list should convey positive messages 
rather than negative.  It might be instinctual for teachers to begin these principles with “Do not…,” but by 
stating classroom expectations negatively, it may encourage negative behavior.
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Of course, depending on the ages of the students, the process of creating a brit may require more guidance.  
For younger grades, structure the class discussion about brit with questions, such as (1) What are some 
important things for all of us to do to make a good class? (2) What are you hoping to learn and experience in 
the class?  Teachers then can use these responses to formulate classroom principles.  For older grades, the 
class can be divided into groups and brainstorm ways in which the class can best form a community.  In each 
case, it is important for students to hear how the teacher is committed to the class as well.

Developing clear consequences for brit violation is essential to the success of the brit.  Regardless of what 
the actual consequence is, students need to understand fully what they did in violation of the brit and have 
opportunities to reflect upon their actions.  As a result, the violation can likely be avoided in the future. 

In order for a class brit to endure, the students in the class need to remind themselves of its principles on a 
frequent basis.  It is important for the students to hold each other accountable and recognize when individuals 
are demonstrating their commitment to the brit.  These affirmations not only positively impact the individual 
being recognized, but also encourage others to behave appropriately as well. 

Furthermore, the brit should be periodically reexamined to assess its effectiveness.  There are numerous 
instances in our Hebrew Bible when individuals have questioned their relationship with God – Abraham, 
Moses, and Job– and when God questioned God’s relationship with the people – the story of the flood.  
Questioning the brit is not about defying it.  It is about assuring that it continues to help the classroom 
community grow and to aid students and teachers in improving themselves as well.

Fostering the growth of community means that students and teachers are interested not only in themselves, 
but also in others. Creating a classroom brit reminds us that an aspect of being God’s partners is for us to 
partner with each other.  With this partnership in mind, a successful classroom community can emerge.

Footnotes: 
1. Adapted from, Marc Gelman. Does God Have a Big Toe?: Stories about Stories in the Bible. Harper Collins, 
New York: 1989, 1-4.

2. Dr. Ron Wolfson. Relational Judaism: Using the Power of Relationships to Transform the Jewish Community. 
Jewish Lights, Woodstock, VT: 2013, 78.

3.  John Shindler. Transformative Classroom Management. Jossey-Bass, San Francisco: 2010, 146-147.

4. See Genesis 9:12-15, Genesis 17:10-11, Exodus 31:16-17, Deuteronomy 29:10.
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n the year after I graduated from college, I had the 
opportunity to tutor many students for Bar and Bat Mitzvah. 
Some of them I met with in person, others over the internet. 
Some belonged to synagogues, others were putting together 

their own service or going to Israel. Some lived close to me, others across 
the country. And I wondered -- what if I could get them all in a room 
together? What would they talk about? What would they learn?

A Bar or Bat Mitzvah is supposed to be the beginning of a journey into 
Jewish identity, but it rarely feels that way. Students must scramble to 
learn how to chant in an unfamiliar language, speak words of Torah 
that aren’t completely theirs.  They then rarely ever use that knowledge 
again. And while this isn’t always the case, there is usually at least one 
component missing, or not running at its fullest potential, in any student’s 
preparation. With all the Hebrew and prayers and learning, students 
barely have any time to talk about the journey. It’s difficult for many 
middle schoolers to open up like that, to think critically about how they 
live Jewish lives and how they want those lives to be lived in the future. 
I have found that the best way to learn about myself, my own life, my 
views, and my beliefs is to talk to someone else about it. What if these 
students could do the same?

The Need to Share Experiences

Imagine a Jewish journey exchange program, with participants from all 
sorts of synagogues, independent tutoring institutions, Hebrew schools 
across the country, and even the world. Students would be paired based 
on similar interests, but would be from different backgrounds, be it 
socio-economic, demographic, denominational, etc. With the guidance 
of a teacher or mentor, these students would write letters to each other 
about how their Bar or Bat Mitzvah preparation is progressing and what 
their lives are like.  They also could ask each other questions. An entire 
program could be created, with a multitude of steps, eventually leading 
to Skype sessions or in-person sessions with the students. If whole classes 
paired up in one city, the letter writing -- and the eventual meeting -- 
could be part of the class.  Students who learn independently over Skype 
(like many of mine do) can be paired through their tutoring service. All 
that would be needed is a network of organizations that have agreed to 
participate, a curriculum, and the some generated excitement.

Eliana Light empowers people of 
all ages to make Judaism their 
own through song, experiential 
education, and prayer. She has 
put out two albums of original 
Jewish music and teaches all 
over the country. Eliana holds 
a Masters in Jewish Education 
from JTS and is the Director of 
Music Education at Park Avenue 
Synagogue in Manhattan. Pop by 
and say “hi!” at elianalight.com.

A Jewish Journey Exchange Program
Eliana Light
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Why is a program like this important? By talking to other students experiencing what they are, students will 
understand that they are not alone. It will help them contextualize their own experience and view it in relation 
to that of a peer.  Conversing and getting a glimpse into another life also will encourage empathy and pluralistic 
thinking by making the “other” into a friend and confidant. Imagine a student in a modern Orthodox school 
meeting with a Reform student, or someone in New York connecting with someone in Lexington, Kentucky, or 
even adult Bnai Mitzvah students being paired with middle schoolers. Facilitated, ongoing dialogue of this sort 
has been proven to open up people’s minds, solidify their own beliefs, and engage students in a powerful way. 

NewCAJE’s participation and facilitation would mean a strong network of schools and educators, quality 
content, and real investment. Educators involved would converse as well, learning from each other to think 
critically about making the Bar or Bat Mitzvah experience more meaningful to students of all kinds. A Jewish 
Journey Exchange Program could do wonders for students, teachers, families, and all who come together to 
make this journey possible. Let the conversations begin!w



NewCAJE                                                                                                                                  Summer 2016

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Jewish education is best served in a private setting, where the 
kehilla can organize the curriculum. Therefore, fundraising is 
a constant necessity to sustain even the basic financial needs. 
Music is understood as extracurricular and is rarely included 

in the budget. If there is music in education, it uses the skills of an already 
employed teacher who happens to be musical. That contributes to ruach 
in the school and at home, when students come home singing Jewish 
music. In the Chassidic world, singing and music-making is forbidden for 
girls. Thus, music education is never considered. 

I used to be a Chassidic housewife in an arranged marriage and dutifully 
gave birth to several children. In my early thirties, I decided that it was 
high time to pursue my passion and study music. Having no idea what 
the “dots” on the page were about, I passed an audition by singing “A 
Yiddisha Mama.” Only three weeks after learning what key signatures 
were, I composed my first piece, a piano trio based on a passage in 
Jeremiah. 

Responding to Music

Every human being deserves to be given the language to write a song that 
is trapped inside the heart. While I was in college and studying music, I 
found myself in a remote village more than 100 miles from the nearest 
Jewish community. Of course, nobody even knew what Yiddish was. I 
imagined them asking me, “Is that a food?” 

It was during that time that I frequented the nursing home every week, 
and absorbed myself in a healthy dose of Bikur Cholim. I played the piano, 
and then also went to individuals with my guitar to sing and play. The 
staff loved to observe how the residents initially seemed sleepy, but then 
independently fed themselves after my singing. The nurses knew me as 
the music girl who sings “Hava Nagila.” However, I knew myself as the 
nice Jewish girl who was singing and making music, and God hadn’t struck 
me down yet.

One day, I received a call from the president of the local temple, a 
congregation that struggles to gather a minyan on holidays. In the 
conversation, I was told that an elderly congregant was at the end of her 
life, and I was asked to sing for her. I was delighted to discover that the 
husband was a native Yiddish speaker. We kumzitzed for a long time, and 
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the husband was moved to see a very emotional reaction from his otherwise unresponsive wife. When words 
fail, music speaks.Three weeks later, I was asked to meet the same couple again at the nursing facility.

This time, it was to help explain to the husband in Yiddish how to request hospice care. Trusting me as one of 
his “own,” he understood the process and made the request. His wife passed away peacefully the next evening. 
It was a privilege to have met her in her last few months. If Jewish music was not such a vital part of their 
upbringing, I would not have had such a potent tool to connect with them at a time when this mattered most.

After I earned my music degree with honors, I returned to my home in a small Jewish community. Although 
there were numerous temples around, there was only one Hebrew Day School and one Jewish nursing home. 
I applied to all of the relevant places for work, but learned that there was no budget for any “recreational 
activities involving music.”  All across America, public school districts often require a student to pick an 
instrument and join the ensemble. Still, in our own Jewish world, music is seen as recreational and not needed.

Engaging with Music

In nursing homes, the budgeting decision is made by evaluating the medical response by the residents. If 
playing bingo gets them up from their wheelchairs, into the recreation hall, and engaged for 45 minutes, 
then the activity is deemed a success. Therefore, music activities are classified as entertainment. This is 
because the music is one-sided, as the musician performs from a pre-set repertoire from two generations ago. 
When seniors listen to music, they fall asleep. Rarely is there interaction, and, therefore, no medical value 
for insurance purposes. Enter the Jewish musicians, the chazzonim, and Klezmerim. When I sing in Yiddish, 
Hebrew, or familiar Eastern European languages, every person present perks up. The residents become fully 
engaged and then begin making song suggestions.

Currently, I teach piano to non-verbal autistic clients. I introduce familiar songs such as “Twinkle, Twinkle”, 
and replace some words with Hebrew. This promotes learning, since musical communication is possible for 
all humans, no matter their diagnosis. Music is a necessary tool for health, stability, learning, growth, and 
development. I hope that more Jewish programs can begin to incorporate them in their upcoming fiscal year.

Sight-singing, ear training, music theory and music history should be a staple of Jewish education. Historically, 
Jewish generations weakened in their ability to pass on the aural tradition. Our wise sages thought it necessary 
to write down the Jewish laws and traditions.

The Aural Tradition

Today, we have those sacred texts to guide us in our life. The music, though, has been eternalized only through 
the trope symbols. Although it is fascinating that the lilting chants have similar characteristics in many parts of 
the world, they still differ. This is because the trope is designed to allow creative interpretation by the cantor. 
That aural tradition offers the listeners the gift of the cantor’s interpretation only for as long as he is Thealive 
and chanting. The meaning of his chant choices remain a mystery if they have not been recorded and notated 
for analysis. Perhaps one can dare to learn trope by memorizing the sounds from classical notation. However, 
the rules change each time the word does. That is practically in every sentence. Therefore, a more meaningful 
study of the interpretation should be taught, so that it does not become the rote learning of a literal tradition. 
The beauty of trope can be lost in chanting that is quantified as a mathematical formula. Rather, qualitative 
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learning can enhance it to be a truly moving experience. 

Ultra-Orthodox boys and girls often do not have the opportunity to chant from the Torah at their Bar/
Bat Mitzvahs. This tradition of learning should not be given up in favor of mastering yet another page in 
the Talmud. Other religious groups have figured out how music education can contribute to the survival of 
tradition and values. Music as an art certainly has its aesthetic value. Music as a scientific study is deeply 
rooted in ancient history. In Mormon families, every member of the household is taught music in the classical 
tradition. Brigham Young University has a very prestigious reputation for its music program. In contrast, the 
Bar-Ilan Music Department was founded in 1970 to meet the demand of a diverse student public interested in 
musicology and ethnomusicology. 

More change is needed from the inside out, so that students can begin their music education from the earliest 
age. This education should be of a caliber that can be matched by their peers, rather than recreational in 
nature. I know how music education opened up the world to me. I suddenly was included in the ‘‘big boys 
club,” the world of cultured people who spoke of theory and analyzed ancient music. I feel passionately about 
empowering the youth of today in order to strengthen their music leadership for tomorrow. w
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ervice learning isn’t doing its job.  Well, service learning as it 
currently stands isn’t doing its job. In fact, it might be hurting 
the ideals of Jewish social justice.

The goal of service learning is beautiful. Let’s teach our students about 
the principle of repairing the world not only through classroom lessons, 
but also through experience and hands-on learning. Perfect. Great. But 
what happens in reality might just be counterproductive to what we’re 
trying to teach our youth.

Service learning is a long-standing Jewish educational tradition; we take 
our students, predominantly white upper-middle-class and privileged, and 
expose them to “less fortunate” people, places, and circumstances. Some 
outstanding educators are able to root service learning in social justice 
principles through bringing in their knowledge of text and tradition, but 
this is the exception and not the rule. In general, we thrust our values 
and needs upon other communities that could really use a partner in 
their work and not some white knights (pun intended) to ride in from the 
suburbs and save the day.

Why Service Learning?

While I don’t mean to be overly harsh, I do mean to be pointedly critical. 
When I look at Jewish institutions that use service learning as a mode 
of social justice, they do it because they want to engage in meaningful 
experiences for their students. The question remains, however — why is 
this the way we’ve gone? How can we delve deeper into the big questions 
behind the service learning model, wrestle with these questions, and 
engage the students? Would this struggle, hand-in-hand with direct 
service and advocacy, not serve our community better? (Not to mention 
be much less patronizing and much more empowering for others.)

What do I mean? Let me give you an example:

A literacy program might be designed to teach teens and tweens about 
the need for literacy tutors, and then have them work one-on-one with 
young children to improve their reading skills. This is an important piece 
of the puzzle, yes, but why not examine the educational inequities that 
lead to literacy challenges? I live in Boston, and the staggering differences 
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between suburban schools and more urban ones often go ignored when we talk about “literacy.” Let’s go in 
depth with our teens about how our school systems disenfranchise students of color at disproportionate rates 
while money pours into other schools down the highway — not to make them feel guilty or shame them, but 
to let them come to their own conclusions about how and where to help bridge this gap in resources.

Another example:

A lot of youth groups spend time talking about gun violence, especially in the aftermath of mass shootings 
at Sandy Hook or Virginia Tech. They lobby their senators on gun control and fight for stricter legislation of 
firearms. This is essential! But are we teaching them about how gun laws disproportionately impact people of 
color in America? Do we help them understand the system of policing that goes into implementing those laws 
in urban communities? Do they know about gun violence in their own cities or towns, and what are they doing 
to address local violence? Allowing them to fight for justice for ALL, giving them a full picture of what gun 
control would mean in America, might better serve their larger communities. 

Social Justice Actions

If we don’t contextualize service learning in the systems of injustice and oppression that allow for inequity, we 
aren’t giving our students the full picture. Throwing volunteer hours and money at the issues is helpful, but 
not the only answer. By presenting alternative modes of “service learning,” where instead of just “serving” 
someone, we understand the complexity of the issue and then take action, we can better prepare our students 
for justice work in the future.

While we shouldn’t throw the baby out with the bathwater, I think we need to re-educate ourselves as 
teachers on what it is to work within systems that oppress and disenfranchise others. If we can reexamine 
our own role and our own power with a critical eye, we will be able to better pass this information on to our 
students. Then, instead of service learning, maybe we will be doing “Social Justice Actions.” Social Justice 
Action allows for time spent both learning and in the field. It pays attention to root causes of educational 
inequity, hunger, ableism, consumption issues, etc., and also encourages interaction with communities facing 
these issues in a meaningful way for both the visitors and local experts. Rooting this idea in Jewish values and 
lessons is easy — tikkun olam means repairing the world, not just putting Band-Aids on decades-old issues.

This moment is history is crucial. As Jewish educators, we meet students at critical times in their lives — how 
will we help them engage with the meaningful change that is happening in the world around them? Will we 
teach them to simply volunteer, or will we also encourage them to learn about social movements and engage 
in ways that are appropriate?

If we allow ourselves to try something different, to wrestle with ideas that make us uncomfortable, and then 
pass those along to our students, I have no doubt that the next generation of Jewish learners can change the 
world. w
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onathan Larson’s classic song from Rent is so well-known that 
the first two chords are all Broadway geeks need to hear in 
order to burst out into song.  
 

“Five hundred twenty-five thousand 
Six hundred minutes 
Five hundred twenty-five thousand 
Moments so dear 
Five hundred twenty-five thousand 
Six hundred minutes 
How do you measure -- measure a year?”1 
 
The song, “Seasons of Love,” breaks the year down into its component 
parts, the minutes that make up the days, weeks, and months of a year.  
As educators, one of our jobs (among the thousands of others) is to break 
down information and skills into smaller, more manageable segments. 
This chunking, breaking a task into manageable parts, helps students 
integrate new information and provides them with ways to strategize 
their approach to academic tasks.2 Careful chunking helps students 
succeed at tasks that previously seemed too overwhelming to even begin.

Areyvut is a non-profit organization founded in 2002 that seeks to 
integrate the values of chesed, tzedakah, and tikkun olam into the lives of 
Jewish children, teens, and families. We attempt to teach people to make 
the world a kinder, more caring place. But unlike many other academic 
skills, chunking and scaffolding chesed and tzedakah is not intuitive. Since 
there are a multiplicity of ways to be kind and do kindness, we cannot 
scaffold kindness in the same way that we teach linear equations or 
English grammar. 

Taking Action 

Judaism demands action – the fulfillment of the commandments – not 
the simple assertion of specific beliefs or the accumulation of a certain 
body of knowledge. A religious Jew, an observant Jew, is one who behaves 
in a certain way, i.e., observes the commandments, not one who believes 
a certain way. I am reminded of a commentary on Jeremiah (16:11), 
“[They] have forsaken me and have not kept my Torah.” The midrash 
aggadah, Pesikta D’Rav Kahana, explains the verse as teaching: “If only 
they had forsaken me and kept my Torah.”
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But how do we get them in the door? How do we get people to take the first step to do kindness?  The task 
seems so overwhelming and impossible, and we are too often left with the questions “Why should I bother?” 
and “Since I can’t solve the problem, what is the point in even trying?” As educators, we also are left with our 
students’ questions of “Why do I have to? And what do I get out of it?”

Areyvut has attempted to answer these questions by chunking chesed, tzedekah, and tikkun olam into daily 
acts of kindness. While “Seasons of Love” suggests that it is through love that we measure each year, at 
Areyvut we suggest measuring a year through days of kindness. Since 2005, Areyvut has published a yearly 
A Kindness a Day calendar. Beginning on January 1, each page of the calendar has a suggestion for an act of 
chesed that you can do each day of the year. Underneath each suggestion is a source from a traditional Jewish 
text that inspires or provides religious and ethical underpinning for that action. What can you do on February 
28? Donate books to a school library or to children who don’t have books of their own. April 20? Share your 
mid-afternoon snack with a friend or colleague. With 365 ways to make a difference, the A Kindness a Day 
calendar inspires and motivates readers to make a difference.

By chunking, or breaking a kindness into manageable parts, the calendar helps scaffold people into longer and 
more complex tasks of chesed, tzedakah, and tikkun olam, and they are better able to build executive function, 
the abolity to intellectually plan a series of behaviours. The calendar provides baby steps, tiny and not-so-tiny 
actions for each day. Tiny steps that add up to a year of kindness. Daily pieces of sweetness that enable people 
to feel good about themselves and help them make the world a better, kinder place, while reminding them of 
the infinite value of each individual --”You matter.” “What you do matters.” “You are not alone.” 

Kindness is accessible to everyone. One does not have to have the calendar to create daily kindness. The 
important part is breaking down the task into manageable pieces. Daily chunks of conscious kindness are  
about being present in the day and living with awareness and intention. It also has the potential to transform 
our classrooms. Below are some suggestions:

Teach Them When They Are Young

It is crucial to begin instilling Jewish values within students when they are young. When introducing a new 
suggestion to the youngest students, read a picture book in which characters emulate the suggestion. There 
are other ways to incorporate a daily act of kindness within classrooms, such as picking relevant classroom 
themes and projects, creating a “Mitzvah Tree” to keep track of each time a student follows a suggestion, 
and singing songs that relate to the theme. Make it a point to introduce a daily act of kindness to your class. 
Take a few minutes to discuss why the suggestion is meaningful and important and how you could go about 
accomplishing the goal. At the end of the day, ask the students if they had an opportunity to accomplish that 
day’s suggestion.

Enrich Your Curriculum

Enhance the curriculum by implementing acts of kindness that relate to your particular discipline. Do you 
teach science? Create small acts of kindness that relate to the environment and do a special project with your 
students to make that act of chesed come to life. Jewish studies? Once a week, allot time for your students to 
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work in groups to discuss why that day’s suggestion is important to them.

Positive Reinforcement

Encourage students to engage in acts of kindness by using positive reinforcement. Praise them on their efforts 
and inspire them to do more. If a child needs an extra push, offer him or her the opportunity to ask you to do 
an act of kindness together or for him or her when it is needed.

Take Over the School

Your impact as an educator does not stay just in the classroom. With a daily chunk of kindness, you have the 
opportunity to impact people of all ages. Add a kindness a day to your school newspaper or bulletin board 
and regularly highlight those who actively participate in tikkun olam. In this way, students, parents, and other 
educators will have the chance to benefit from the daily kindness.

The Student Becomes the Teacher

Encourage students to teach younger children about Jewish values and to create collaborative tzedakah 
projects. Speak with other middle school teachers to find a time when your classes can get together for a 
course on chesed. Your students can not only lead the discussion, they also can create and introduce a hands-
on project that the younger children can participate in.

Lead by Example

You are an educator, and your students are watching every move you make. Whether we like it or not, your  
choices and actions have a serious impact on your students. It is not enough to tell students to engage in 
acts of kindness -- your own actions must reflect the message you share. Make it a point to engage in acts of 
kindness both inside and outside of the classroom and show students what it means to be a true role model.

By chunking kindness, we make the most of the precious time spent with our students. We need to seize 
each opportunity to build our relationships and create memorable moments. A kindness a day is a powerful 
tool that can help strengthen relationships within the classroom and create caring communities. By chunking 
kindness, not only will you be able to make the world a better place, but you also will be able to forge richer, 
stronger, and more meaningful relationships with your students.

Footnotes:

1. http://www.metrolyrics.com/seasons-of-love-lyrics-rent.html

2. http://specialed.about.com/od/glossary/g/chunk.htm
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This article was originally published in eJewishPhilanthropy.com in November2016.

waiting take-off on a flight from Los Angeles to London, I sit engrossed 
in the latest David Grossman novel, with mizrahi music blasting in my 
ears.  Yet, even the dulcet tones of Moshe Peretz cannot obscure the 
phone conversation of my neighbor, conducted in the familiar - yet to 
me, incomprehensible - language of Arabic.  With the sinking feeling that 

I am about to do something against my better judgment on the cusp of a wearisome 
transatlantic flight, I introduce myself.  By chance or otherwise, Hannah the British Jew 
and Sayyid the Palestinian Muslim have been seated cozily - inescapably - next to each 
other, for eleven l-o-n-g hours.

Suffice it to say, we managed to vacillate with relative civility between earnest 
conversation and ardent debate, but, unfortunately (and not surprisingly), we did 
not succeed in solving the Middle East conflict.  What I did realize, however, is that 
it is very easy to comfortably, smugly, immerse myself in my own narrative: to read 
articles that support my point of view; to surround myself with like-minded friends; to 
carefully cultivate an environment that shields me not only from dissenting ideas, but 
also from the people who voice them.  In ignoring those with whom one disagrees - 
whether deliberately or unwittingly - half the story is lost, and the “other,” inevitably, is 
dehumanized.  

As an Israel educator, it was a rude awakening.  How could I profess to teach and write 
about Israel when I regarded Palestinians as I had Arabic: familiar, certainly, yet to 
some extent, incomprehensible.  The realization propelled me to apply for Newground: 
A Muslim-Jewish Partnership for Change, a one-year, Los Angeles-based fellowship 
that brings together Jews and Muslims to engage in interfaith learning, dialogue, and 
community action.  

In the other fellows I tentatively, curiously, delightedly, discovered interlocutors, 
empathizers, challengers, and friends.  We shared commonalities and differences, hopes 
and fears, joy and sadness.  I winced as my Arab roommate divulged the hardships her 
Palestinian cousins face under Israeli authority and witnessed a Malaysian friend moved 
to tears by the Palestinian slaying of Jews immersed in prayer at a Jerusalem synagogue.  
Together, we collaborated to create Two Faiths One Prayer, an interfaith prayer project 
that garnered almost 160,000 views on YouTube and worldwide press coverage.

We Have A Choice

Even today, when I’m thinking, writing, and teaching about Israel, I visualize Sayyid or 
one of my Newground friends sitting, inescapably, in the seat next to me.  Would the 
claims I make stand in front of them?  Are the articles I circulate thoughtful, justifiable, 
and, most importantly, constructive?  Are my words, and the words of my students, 
respectful, even when the content is difficult or painful?  

We have a choice before us.  In Israel, in Los Angeles, and around the world, Jews and 
Muslims have been seated cozily - inescapably - next to each other.  Our approach to 
the “other” can be conveyed through violence, through silence, or through the same 
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familiar-yet-foreign lens that Arabic and Palestinians evoked in me.   My plane journey with Sayyid convinced me that we need to 
forge an alternative course.  It is our obligation to turn toward each other and conduct a curious, messy, passionate, respectful 
conversation about our similarities, our differences, and how we can work together to create a better future for our children.  

In a world fraught with discord, segregation, and violence, it is easy to feel helpless, alienated and angry.  Middle East leaders bluster 
and fester in their ivory towers, maintaining a fruitless stalemate of rhetoric and violence, while their peoples suffer.  What would 
the world look like if parents and educators - the people truly responsible for shaping the next generation - made interfaith respect, 
familiarity, and dialogue a priority for their children?  It is our prerogative and imperative to find out. w



NewCAJE                                                                                                                                  Summer 2016

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 



NewCAJE                                                                                                                                  Summer 2016

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

n Hebrew, the word garin means “core” or “seed.” In Israel, Garin is the 
name of a youth leadership program within the Masorti Movement 
that began in 1983. After high school graduation, young Israelis in the 
Masorti Movement form a Garin, in which they spend three to four 
years together. They spend a year before their obligatory army service 

living in and serving a community, such as a development town, a moshav or a kibbutz. 
They are involved in youth programming, in prayer, and in holidays. They organize 
community events such as Israeli folk dancing, nature or cultural excursions, and holiday 
celebrations. They work in whatever industries the community has. On Kibbutz Ketura 
where I was member, I spent five years as a head counselor for the Garinim (plural for 
“Garin”). I witnessed how their group energy rejuvenated our community and engaged 
our youth.

This unique form of Tikkun Olam within a community also allows young people to 
deepen their ties to Judaism. There is a set of guidelines by which each Garin lives, 
keeping Shabbat, going to shul, living communally with boys in one place and girls in 
another. Each Garin gets to decide exactly how strict they will be in following Jewish law. 
This might include asking themselves if there one weekend a month where they observe 
Shabbat differently, in a manner other than attending services in shul. 

The Garin members work together democratically, deciding and enacting their own 
meaningful programs and, in the process, really wrestling with what Judaism means to 
them and learning in a practical way what Judaism asks of us as Jews. The word “garin” 
is singular, but there are many people in each Garin. One body is made from many, all 
working together.

An American Garin Movement 

I envision a Garin movement in the American Jewish community. Young Jewish 
Americans would form a Garin and plan how they could best serve a community, based 
on that community’s needs, for example, assist in the religious school, summer camp 
program, community gardens or community service projects. Jewish communities across 
America would house and feed the Garin that came to serve them. In each state or 
region, there would be a Director guiding and supporting the Garin. A Garin could form 
from a Jewish camp or shul or JCC. A Garin could stay locally or go across the country. A 
Garin could be based on their group’s interest, e.g., environmentalism, Jewish education, 
prayer centers, social justice. In each case, the Garin members would be mindful of 
and bring forth Jewish sources relating to Tikkun Olam to enrich themselves and their 
community.

There are many areas in America where there are very small Jewish communities and 
they need a lot of support and energy invested in them. What better way to engage 
young people than through community service? So many positive things come from 
being in a Garin, including lifelong friendships and the chance to be part of social 
change, Tikkun Olam. This is what we want of our youth. To be part of making the world 
a better place.

An American Garin Movement 
Tova Gardner

I
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come from a long line of “either…or” people who reduce 
complex decisions to stark choices between two apparently 
opposing forces: Graduate school or work? Satisfaction or 
money? Doggedness or creativity? Diet or dessert? It is not that 

they don’t engage in research or carefully weigh evidence or take loved ones 
into account. It is simply easier, sometimes, to find clarity if there are two 
poles, not a thousand points of light. 

I was comfortable, therefore, when I first came to Judaism as an adult and 
similar choices were presented: Conservative or Renewal? Shomer Shabbat 
or TV-watcher? Kosher or treif? As I have grown as a Jew, and as a Jewish 
educator and communal professional, I have come to see how limiting this 
“either…or” approach is to our people and to our work. Even as Jewish 
education pushes itself to move beyond current forms and content to meet 
the needs of diverse populations, our language tends to remain bifurcated. 
We wonder whether we are making the right choices for ourselves and 
our work: Hebrew school or day school? Content-focused or experiential 
learning? Teacher-led or student-driven?

Religious Versus Cultural Jewish Education

My current work as the Director of Education for the Workmen’s Circle  
(www.circle.org) has surfaced another area of dueling approaches that the 
field of Jewish education rarely discusses: religious versus cultural Jewish 
education. For most Jewish educators, this is not a quandary. Our default 
when considering the multitude of Jewish educational programs, schools, 
and innovations, is to presume that Jewish education is a primarily religious 
endeavor. Yet the reality is that many thousands of families across the 
country – Jewish, interfaith, ethnically diverse, politically-oriented, etc. – are 
seeking cultural Jewish alternatives for educating their children. At best, our 
field sets cultural Jewish education against religious education; at worst it 
considers the cultural path an invalid approach to Jewish learning, identity-
building, and engagement. But this dichotomy does not have to exist. We are 
strongest as a community when we recognize and act on the benefits reaped 
with a “both…and” philosophy of Jewish education. Neither approach need 
be threatened by the other. As our tradition teaches in the wisdom literature 
of Kohelet (4:9), “Two are better than one.....”

Celebrate the Wide Variety of Routes Into the Richness of Judaism

There are three practical steps we can take to overcome this particular 
barrier to expanding the Jewish education tent. First, we must take the time 
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to learn about and understand individuals and families who self-identify as “secular,” “culturally Jewish,” and “Just 
Jewish.” The 2013 “A Portrait of Jewish Americans” conducted by the Pew Research Center1 revealed that 22% of all 
survey respondents and 32% of millennials find their Judaism through paths other than religion. In some corridors, 
this finding caused anxiety and handwringing. In others, however, it was occasion to celebrate the wide variety of 
routes into the richness of Judaism. A 2012 national survey conducted by Steven M. Cohen and commissioned by 
The Workmen’s Circle2 found that this group makes up 16% of Jews in the United States, or about 1 million of the 
6 million Jews in the country. These individuals say that being Jewish is very important in their lives. They actively 
seek Jewish expression and engagement outside of a synagogue, including through their attachment to Israel, 
progressive political views, and noticeably strong commitments to economic justice and social equality. This is true 
even among those who may attend synagogue once or twice each year. These individuals tend not to describe 
themselves as religious, secular, or anti-religious. Rather, they typically identify themselves as “cultural” Jews and 
see their Jewish identity as more fluid than others have in previous generations. We are seeing a shift in the vibrant 
ways American Jews define being Jewish.

Create and Adapt Jewish Educational Programs

Once we meet cultural Jews face-to-face and engage them in open conversations about their needs and desires 
(for themselves and/or their families), we can create and adapt Jewish educational programs outside of traditional 
Jewish education settings (e.g., synagogues) to meet them where they are today and open horizons for their 
needs tomorrow. This is the second practical step: building cultural Jewish learning communities where families 
connect with their Jewish heritage, engage in joyful holiday celebrations, and pursue social justice activism. There 
are several active organizations meeting some of the needs of culturally Jewish individuals and families. Two 
examples include Jewish Without Walls (JWOW), which prides itself on “building vibrant Jewish communities across 
denominations and affiliations,” and Big Tent Judaism, which aims to create inroads to Jewish life “for everyone 
who’s been unaffiliated, marginalized, or disenfranchised by mainstream Jewish practice.” InterfaithFamily.com also 
exists to support interfaith families who wish to explore Jewish life in cultural and non-denominational settings. 
Unlike these organizations, which run discrete programs for families and children, the Workmen’s Circle runs full-
year, curriculum-driven Jewish cultural education and social justice activism classes and events on the model of 
a Jewish supplementary school. Each of these programs, and others, create a place where Jews who identify as 
secular, culturally Jewish, or Just Jewish feel they have a home.

Identify and Invite Partners

My work at the Workmen’s Circle has connected me to an organization with a history of commitment to Jewish 
cultural education dating back more than 100 years. We are building on that legacy with new passion, innovation, 
and expertise that comes from within the organization and also through our many champions. This leads to the 
third practical step: identifying and inviting partners into this Jewish learning movement. Many Jewish education 
organizations are doing excellent work attracting and welcoming unaffiliated families and providing high-quality 
Jewish education. Fewer declare as their mission the celebration of cultural Jewish engagement in and of itself. We 
have identified excellent like-minded potential partners (e.g., JCCs, the Jewish Social Justice Roundtable, local and 
national social justice organizations, individual secular/cultural schools and havurot, etc.) that share our values and 
aspirations. It is thrilling to be part of a broad, high-caliber team creating a K-8th grade cultural Jewish education 
program that builds relationships, instills values, and inspires action.

Lest we limit our dedication to the mission of establishing a cultural Jewish learning movement exclusively to 
building independent new communities, there is ample opportunity for organizations like the Workmen’s Circle 
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to partner with synagogues, religious schools, JCCs, camps, and other Jewish communities to bring the joys of 
cultural Judaism – history, Yiddish, music, art, activism, and more – into the halls and homes of Jewish families of all 
shapes and sizes, traditions and beliefs. What could be more advantageous to Jewish life and learning than to come 
together as “both…and”? In that space, we will learn and celebrate as we explore who we are, where we come 
from, and who we can be together.

Footnotes:

1. Pew Research Center. A Portrait of Jewish Americans, 2013.  
www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-americans-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey

2. The Workmen’s Circle. Jewishly Engaged & Congregationally Unaffiliated: The Holy Grail of Jewish 
Engagement Efforts, 2012. http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=14338. 
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hat is Jewish identity, and what defines it? There never seems 
to be a satisfactory answer to this question. In this modern 
age, we have all sorts of technology and information at our 
fingertips, but when it comes to questions of family, God, 

the soul, the Jewish nation even, technology cannot provide sufficient 
answers or construct our identity as Jews for us. Nor can it ease that 
longing to experience God in all aspects of our lives, or give us guidance 
when challenges arise. 

As Jews of the Diaspora, we exist between the opposing forces of a 
society that constantly pushes us to assimilate and the desire to preserve 
our Jewish heritage. Our own struggles with constructing a Jewish identity 
can cause us to worry that we are not educating our children properly 
and, in some cases, this is all too true.

While there are many things I hope to improve in the field of Jewish 
education, our relationship to Hebrew is chief among them. Average 
American Jews do not grow up speaking Hebrew, nor engage with it much 
after Bar/Bat Mitzvah age. If we are lucky, they hear it in services during 
prayer. Yet the average American Jew does not understand the words of 
our liturgy, let alone all the powerful, mystical details and the beauty that 
is contained in the very letters themselves. I cannot even begin to express 
the frustration I feel when planning a service, a song session, or even a 
lesson for religious school and the first bit of feedback I receive is “too 
much Hebrew.”

A Richer Experience

For centuries – despite not being a spoken language – Hebrew was 
the linguistic glue that gave Jews a sense of connectedness and Jewish 
identity. Hebrew is the language of the Torah – a uniquely Jewish book 
and something that all Jews have in common, no matter where we live 
in the world. If we do not engage with Hebrew and learn to have at least 
some degree of fluency with it, our relationship to Torah changes, and 
even becomes shallow.

An absence of Hebrew knowledge and fluency deprives both younger 
and older generations of the richness of our tradition. There are very few 
places where Hebrew and English meet linguistically, and, as a seminary 
student who has spent most of her first year translating copious amounts 
of liturgy, I can personally attest to the amount of detail and nuance 
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that is lost in translation. It pains me in particular to think of our young generations living with such a lack of 
knowledge – of connection to our history. That said, it also excites me to think of how much richer the Bnai 
Mitzvah experience would be if our children were more fluent in Hebrew. 

Hebrew would become a tool and a resource for them, rather than yet another obstacle between them and 
an expensive party. Nor, as many of my contemporaries have asserted, should Bnai Mitzvah celebrations be 
seen as the end point in the journey of Jewish education, but, rather, a beginning. I strongly believe that if our 
children had a better grasp of the Hebrew language (and thus were able to engage with Judaism on a deeper 
level) that would inspire them to become more involved in their Jewish communities beyond their Bar or Bat 
Mitzvah.

Providing a Strong, Meaningful, and Nuanced Connection

There is another reason, perhaps even more compelling, for better Hebrew fluency: Israel. Before the founding 
of the State of Israel, the number of Jews outside the Land of Israel was overwhelmingly greater than the 
number living there; the founding of the Jewish State changed that ratio dramatically. In the wake of Statehood 
and the institution of Hebrew as a national language of Israel, a distinct gap formed between Israelis and the 
Diaspora. If American Jews are missing out on the richness of Jewish liturgy and Torah because of a lack of 
Hebrew, they are most certainly missing out on a strong, meaningful, and nuanced connection to Israel and 
Israeli culture. 

Certainly, Hebrew as a national language of the Jewish state has repercussions (conscious or unconscious) 
when it comes to a modern Jewish identity. For better or for worse, whether or not we aspire to make aliyah, 
agree with the decisions of the Knesset, support or detest the occupation of the West Bank, Israel – because 
it is the Jewish State – is the face that we as the Jewish people present to the rest of the world. In any culture 
or society, language is either the major access point or barrier to anyone wishing to participate in it, and Israel 
is no exception. Especially with our young generations, we need to make sure that the gap between Israel and 
the Diaspora does not become a rift that spells the end of the Jewish community at large. Organizations such 
as Birthright Israel are making heroic efforts to close the gap, but that alone is not enough. Therefore, gaining 
Hebrew fluency is essential.    

Fluency in Practical Modern Hebrew 

Of course, tackling the subject of education reform when it comes to Hebrew literacy and fluency is a rather 
daunting task. Though the idea of better Hebrew fluency is by no means a new one, I find that – with few 
exceptions – the way most religious schools function does not reflect that as a clear goal. Therefore, we need 
to set up the expectation that our children will be fluent with practical, modern Hebrew speaking, reading, and 
writing skills when they leave religious school, and our curricula need to be reconstructed to actually reflect 
that goal. 

Numerous scientific studies support the idea that children absorb and learn language from birth, so there is no 
reason to wait till our children are in fifth or sixth grade to start the process of learning Hebrew. Of course, the 
exposure needs to be age-appropriate, but we can start as early as kindergarten. For example, singing songs or 
repeating simple verses in Hebrew develops an instinctual feel for the language that can then be reinforced by 
more academic means (such as reading and writing) at the appropriate age.  
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The outcome: our children become more comfortable and familiar with Hebrew, and they now have a basis 
they can build upon for the rest of their lives. With Hebrew as the gateway to Jewish tradition, our children are 
much more likely to realize and understand the importance of Judaism in their lives and less likely to run from 
the doors of our synagogues once their Bnai Mitzvah are done. 

Pirkei Avot 2:2 tells us:

 It is not incumbent upon you to finish the task, but neither are you free to desist from it.  Total reform of 
our education system when it comes to Hebrew literacy and fluency will not be achieved in our lifetime, but 
neither can we avoid the task for fear of not completing it. 

Hebrew is a gift to us; it is the language of our ancestors, crucial to constructing and preserving Jewish identity 
and culture in the twenty-first century. Therefore, it is incumbent upon us to pass it on to our children. w
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hat would you guess is the most popular hobby worldwide? 
If you’re like me, your answer will range from some sort 
of athletic activity to a variety of collecting. While actual 
data with which to crown an ultimate champion hobby 

is hard or impossible to come by, many have pointed to a surprising 
answer: genealogy.  Dating back to a boom in the 1970’s and the Roots 
phenomenon, genealogical research has spread across the world and 
various media. On television, you can watch as celebrities trace their 
roots on Who Do You Think You Are, and, during the commercial breaks, 
see advertisements for Ancestry.com and similar sites. Online, the 
genealogy revolution has been nothing short of epic as the business 
has grown to a net worth of $1.6 billon.1 Ancestry has become one of 
the largest subscription services on the internet,2 and Israeli company 
MyHeritage has made great strides, claiming the title of “most popular 
family network site.”3

Genealogy has been part of the Jewish educational world for at least two 
or three generations. Many of us compiled a family history project at 
some point in our educational careers, and the Israeli education system 
mandates that the Shorashim project be completed around the Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah year.  While I applaud the sentiment behind these assignments 
in their usual form, I feel such projects frequently lack the rigor and 
excitement that can actualize the potential inherent in Jewish education. 
We have an opportunity to simultaneously meet high educational 
standards while connecting Jewish students to their pasts. 

Over the last several years, I have assigned family history projects to a 
wide variety of students in various settings, and I wish to share some 
of the particulars that may be reaped from such a project. Elsewhere I 
have written before on the more general goals and concepts behind a 
family history project.4 Here I would like to address some of the details 
of such a project, including a description of the assignment, the general 
educational goals met, and the Judaic educational goals ideally reached.

The Project

I would like to briefly discuss some of the basic guidelines involved in 
a family history project. I should state from the outset that looking at 

Before moving to Israel, Jeffrey 
Schrager was the Middle School 
Judaic Studies Coordinator at the 
Akiba Academy of Dallas, TX. He 
founded L’dor Vador to promote 
the use of Jewish genealogical 
research in Jewish education 
after seeing dozens of students 
“light up” and find meaning in 
their family history research. 
jschrager@ldor-vador.org.

Making Jewish Education Personal: 
The Value of Family History Projects
Jeffrey Schrager

W

mailto:jschrager%40ldor-vador.org?subject=


NewCAJE                                                                                                                                  Summer 2016

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

the process is far more important than focusing on the product. For obvious reasons, students generally 
work alone. Even in the case of twins, I have encouraged each student to conduct his/her own research, 
as it maximizes the first-hand engagement each student has with his/her past. The type of research I am 
advocating also usually requires students to have reached early adolescence. Programs such as the My Family 
Story program available through Beit Hatfutsot in Tel Aviv serve as an excellent entree to Jewish genealogy for 
younger students and should be viewed as a good first step toward the type of project I am describing.

Students use websites, primarily Ancestry or MyHeritage, to investigate the various branches of their family 
trees. One of the main distinguishing features of the type of project I am discussing is the emphasis placed on 
research. I know; we can already hear the groans elicited at the mere mention of the dreaded “r” word. For 
this reason, teachers should emphasize the fact that students will be essentially finding out about themselves, 
while using powerful technology to accomplish their goals. Marketing strategies aside, students almost 
universally discard any preconceptions about research following their first discovery.

One of the greatest challenges of such a project lies in teaching students how to effectively go about 
researching, and what sorts of documentation they require. Educators frequently overestimate students’ 
skills in this area and projects suffer accordingly. I have found that students frequently panic when they are 
confronted with large amounts of information, not knowing how to focus on salient details. Through this 
project, students learn how to organize their information and how to proceed when reaching inevitable brick 
walls in the path of their search. As a whole, the more effort exerted in their search, the more closely they 
identify with their ancestors.

Oral histories, whether gathered through interviewing grandparents in person or talking to family over the 
phone are, perhaps, the most powerful means of connecting with one’s roots. Preparation and focusing 
on specific types of questions might seem self-evident, but many students struggle without a discussion of 
interview procedures in class. Students should be reminded that they are not after just dates and facts, but 
also need the stories their relatives can tell them. Personally, I assembled a veritable sea of data on my family 
tree, but hearing my grandfather’s first cousin describe his childhood apartment was much more powerful.

As the process moves forward, and students gather more information about their families, every lesson 
becomes contextualized. No longer do we discuss the immigrant experience as a broad concept; we talk about 
the immigrant experience of their grandparents. A lesson on the Lower East Side instructs students to find 
addresses their ancestors occupied, and buildings can often be viewed using Google Street View. In Europe, 
nationalities, events, and border changes become personal. And students confront not just the enormity of six 
million Jewish deaths, but also must face the silence of family tree branches cut short.

In terms of a final product, I have found that in most cases the more general the assignment the better. If our 
overarching goal is for our students to have a face-to-face encounter with their roots, such an experience must 
take place on their terms. Some students prefer to simply present their family tree as a whole. Others focus 
on one branch or family, while some may choose an in-depth biography of one ancestor. Whatever the case, 
students must design some sort of display that represents their search. Students have made books, board 
games, posters, and much more, and several former students have commented how gratified they are to have 
put together so much information. One student, who focused on her great-grandmother, went to a family 
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reunion, project in hand, a year after her great-grandmother had passed away, preserving her memories for an 
entire family.

Educational Benefits

While space constraints prevent me from an exhaustive discussion of the possible educational benefits 
of undertaking a family history project, I would like to outline just a few areas in which such a project can 
supplement and enrich students’ breadth and depth of knowledge.

First and foremost, a family history project contextualizes a variety of content areas. As already discussed, 
when coupled with learning about events and movements in Jewish history, genealogy harnesses a unique 
power to illuminate the minds of students. However, it also serves to teach the importance of contextualization 
in general, and the virtues of placing oneself within that which is being learned. When this is emphasized to 
students, they can understand how to fully engage any subject they learn, from the sciences to the humanities, 
by creating this transformative form of relevance. Instead of the model by which teachers try to make 
information relevant to students through bringing it to their level or relating it to their experience, a tendency 
that often cheapens learning, we, as educators, can make subjects truly relevant by placing our students at the 
heart of the subject matter.

In terms of potential concrete skills learned, perhaps the most important is the assessment of information 
and its relevance to one’s search. As an example, when looking at an original United States census document, 
students can be overcome by a virtual deluge of data. Documents record the value of one’s home, birth 
countries of individuals and their parents, their education, their salary, and many other details of varying 
importance. While all of this information is valuable in some way, not all of it is created equal. Students are 
taught how to look for the information they require, and leave the remainder for a later date. Perhaps as 
a result of Google and similar searches, students frequently panic when encountering information other 
than what they are seeking.  Internet genealogy research demands a discerning eye, scanning results and 
information for the nuggets that can inform one’s search.

Genealogy, in fact, is a wonderful model for learning in general. Any researcher will tell you that the search 
takes tremendous patience. The process frequently yields more benefits than any concrete product. In fact, 
it could safely be stated that family research can never end, just as learning has no finish line. There is always 
one more branch or generation that can be understood, or more information gathered about a person or 
family. And there are so many different perspectives that can be employed in viewing one’s family tree. A 
scientifically inclined student can examine their family’s DNA or genetic profile. Students can write narratives 
of their families, while others can try to understand the culture and towns from which their ancestors sprang. 
Linguists can study Yiddish or Ladino, and artistically inclined individuals may examine the art or music from 
their grandparents’ worlds. Their final projects can cater directly to their particular strengths resulting in the 
best possible differentiation. Students learn persistence, patience, and resilience constantly.
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Jewish Educational Benefits

With all the benefits mentioned, the most important advantage of family history projects lies in its effect on 
students’ relationship with Judaism. For the past several years, I have distributed a Jewish values questionnaire 
on the first and last days of class. Students are asked to record their inclinations on a variety of Jewish issues, 
including synagogue attendance, the importance of ritual observance, and basic Jewish pride. 

Each year, several students identify themselves as either neutral or hostile to Judaism at the beginning of our 
lessons, and, by the end of the year, they put themselves on the favorable end of the spectrum. While not 
claiming to have done a scientific study, we must take note and duplicate efforts whenever we see adolescents 
professing an increased attachment to Judaism. I should note that the students taught were from a variety of 
backgrounds and families, and they experienced increased enthusiasm for Judaism across the board.

I attribute this trend to several factors, but I will discuss the two I feel are the most important. We live in an 
increasingly global society, and, for all its advantages, it has become more difficult for students to find their 
place in the sea of differences they encounter. Family history projects not only build the students’ sense of self, 
but also connect them to a circle going back generations and reaching across oceans. This holds true in both 
theory and practice. Students not only discover their roots, but also find relatives of all ages and backgrounds 
across the world. Finding family in Israel can be of particular importance and opens a new avenue through 
which our students can connect to the Land, State, and people of Israel.

Most importantly, a family history project articulates to our children why they receive a Jewish education. It 
impresses upon them the awesome legacy that is theirs to continue and transmit to their children. Whether 
explicitly or not, students must question why their family is Jewish and why it has been important for them to 
continue their heritage.

Teachers must guide them to have this internal dialogue, asking them to question why their ancestors opted 
in to Judaism when, in many cases, walking away would have been easier. One concern many feel before 
embarking on such a project is whether families with non-Jewish ancestry can benefit. Personally, as I am 
just such an individual, I find family history even more engaging as I ask constantly how my entire family 
contributed to the Jewish personality I have become.

Despite its popularity, genealogy is rarely seen as a viable means through which we can connect our students 
to their past. Perhaps because the word evokes an elderly person sitting in a library to many, or perhaps 
because the “ology” suffix alone turns so many away, but I have tried to explain how such an important project  
could be used in every Jewish school across the world. Such a project will not yield results for one year or 
class alone. Rather, it has the potential to energize students for the remainder of their lives, forging a life-long 
commitment to exploring their Judaism more fully. w
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Footnotes:

1.  http://abcnews.go.com/Business/genealogy-hot-hobby-worth-16b-mormons/story?id=17544242
2.  http://corporate.ancestry.com/press/press-releases/2002/10/second-largest-hobby-in-america-millions-of-
americans-do-it-every-day/
3.  http://blog.myheritage.com/media-kit/
4.  See my article in HaYidion, the journal of RAVSAK at http://www.ravsak.org/news/714/221/Everything-Old-
is-New-Again-Using-Genealogy-in-Jewish-Day-Schools/d,HaYidion#.UsOrjNJFRXE

http://abcnews.go.com/Business/genealogy-hot-hobby-worth-16b-mormons/story?id=17544242
http://corporate.ancestry.com/press/press-releases/2002/10/second-largest-hobby-in-america-millions-of-americans-do-it-every-day/
http://corporate.ancestry.com/press/press-releases/2002/10/second-largest-hobby-in-america-millions-of-americans-do-it-every-day/
http://blog.myheritage.com/media-kit/
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ne barrier to effectively teaching Jewish history and other 
subjects is that we are limited by the four walls of the 
classroom. The museum is an antidote to this limitation 
because it provides authentic objects in three dimensions, 

multi-sensory exhibits, and a plethora of stories and perspectives that 
bring history alive in a way that is difficult in a classroom. They also 
give students choice over what they will learn.1 Learners are attracted 
to “hands-on” exhibits that give them new information and stimulate 
learning in a new way.2 For subjects like history, it is particularly exciting 
to see authentic objects in their context.3 While museum learning won’t 
replace learning in classroom, it can enrich curriculum and motivate 
students to learn more about the subject. In fact, research in education 
demonstrates that museums create a thirst to learn, as shown by the fact 
that after visiting museums, students have greater curiosity about and 
interest in subjects.4 

In addition, museums appeal to students because they are conducive 
to small-group learning. When students are interested in an exhibit, 
they will share their ideas about what they are viewing.5  Especially for 
teenagers, who enjoy communicating with peers, touring museums 
together facilitates sharing their discoveries with each other.6 Discussions 
can naturally erupt because they are surrounded by the subject matter in 
a more natural way than the classroom, in a setting that is conducive to 
discussing what they are experiencing.  

Though many Jewish educators find trips to museums worthwhile, 
they struggle to construct the experience so that students are fully 
engaged and have opportunities to deeply reflect on the meaning of 
the experience.  Moreover, these trips are costly and by creating more 
engaging trips and a way to document them, educators can then justify 
the costs to their institutions.

Museum education fits into the larger field of experiential education, an 
area growing in popularity in Jewish schools. 

What exactly is experiential education? It is a method where “educators 
purposefully engage with students in direct experience and focused 
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reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop skills, and clarify values.”7 This means that students directly 
experience something as in a museum and then have an opportunity to reflect on what it means to them 
and connect history to their lives.  In Jewish schools, experiential education plays a particular role, as we 
are especially interested in helping students develop their values and see Jewish tradition as useful in their 
everyday lives.

This article addresses two questions in Jewish education:

1. How can educators design learning and create accountability in the museum so that students can reflect 
afterwards on the meaning of the museum experience?

2. What roles can adults play in maximizing engagement?

The first question is answered through a case study of Jewish community high school students that was 
researched by Rebecca Shargel, an Assistant Professor of Education at Towson University. The study included 
collecting data through observations of trips, interviews of students and teachers, focus groups of students and 
teachers, and a survey of students. While methodology is not the concern of this article, a grounded theory8 
was used to analyze the data to find themes that characterized students’ engagement.

The second question is addressed through the experience of Diane Zimmerman, Associate Director of Religious 
Education at Temple Sinai in Washington, D.C., who designs field trips to museums (among many other 
things) for her students in a Reform congregational school. Zimmerman will provide practical advice to Jewish 
educators for successful design of future museum trips for supplementary school settings.

JEwiSh CoMMuniTy high SChool STudEnTS - REbECCa ShaRgEl

Shargel found a successful design for students to engage and reflect on their experience in museums at 
a Jewish day high school outside of Washington, D.C. Keshet Community Jewish Day School is a small 
community Jewish high school (52 students) that serves students from grades nine to twelve from a range 
of denominations. This program took place during an annual theme week between the second and third 
trimesters and involved a series of trips to Washington, D.C., over five days and a follow-up day to create a 
project to showcase their work to the entire school. While the trip was interdisciplinary, especially featuring 
United States history and civics, students also visited places of Jewish interest, such as the Holocaust Museum, 
lunched at the Israeli embassy, and viewed the play “The Chosen.”

This program was different from most museum trips, because it required students to create a product to 
document and reflect upon their experience. Keshet high school students explored museums in teams and 
were required to collect information and photos to co-create an online scrapbook. A Judaic studies teacher and 
an English teacher co-designed the project and provided directions for the students to create a well-researched 
wiki that documented each trip and included data gathered from the experience, as well as reflections 
from each team member. They asked students to document each excursion and particularly attend to what 
fascinated them. Below, the strengths of the program are enumerated in terms of accountability, as well as the 
positive student-to-student interaction.
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accountability:

Students selected roles so that their team functioned as a cooperative learning group. The school was divided 
into four teams, with 13 students each. They depended on each other to fulfill their roles that would help them 
co-create the final product, a wiki scrapbook. A wiki is an online web page that students can view and change. 
Multiple students write, change, and add to each other’s ideas, making this type of project very dynamic.9 
Students signed up to perform a role in their teams and carried the appropriate equipment with them on the 
trips. The roles included: 

w director: Oversaw the group, took attendance, made sure to get to know each team member. 
w Journalist: Took notes on trips, recorded experiences and reflections. 
w Photographer: Captured pictures of students in action interacting with exhibits. 
w artist: Drew in a sketch book objects and objects that impressed them on the trip. 
w artifact collectors: Collects brochures and other handouts with descriptions of exhibits and related  
   materials. 
 
Student-to-student interaction

Students were excited about the trips to the museums, since they had ample time to talk to each other on the 
bus rides as well as tour the museums together. As they were responsible for their roles in the trip and knew 
that they would be documenting the trip, they attended to the various exhibits, although there were varying 
degrees of engagement based on the interests of the students. Teachers chaperoned the trips to museums 
and let students roam freely through the exhibits. Sometimes they would remind students sitting in a café that 
there was more to see in the museum. They also made suggestions about what to see and sometimes visited 
certain exhibits with students.

The greatest collaboration amongst team members occurred on the culminating day of the week, when 
students worked together to create the wiki to document their experiences. Students crowded around 
computers and made sure to include the opinions of each team member. They covered all the areas that they 
visited and made sure to provide original captions for each picture (also required in the assignment). Since not 
all students saw the same exhibits or even visited the same museums, they interviewed each other to make 
sure that they covered all the terrain covered in the trips. They remembered their experiences, peppering each 
day with humor. For example, when they recounted visiting the presidential monuments, one team wrote in 
their wiki: “Sunday was a monumental day.”

Challenges

While students enjoyed documenting their trip and hearing each other’s opinions, they did not necessarily 
deeply reflect on their experiences. Instead, because their approach was rather cursive, they just “covered’ 
what they did, rather than delving deeper. This was due, in part, to the assignment, which asked students 
to document what they did each day, and, for the most part, students listed and explained what they found 
interesting. This could be remedied by more dialogical interactions with the teachers, who could look at their 
works-in-progress and ask questions to help refine the project. Through these dialogues, students can practice 
“digging deeper” and the leaders of the group, in particular, could help foster making the wiki even richer. 
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The assignment also could be constructed to require students to reflect through questioning. Some examples 
of these questions could be: What did this experience mean to me and my team-mates?  Why might this be 
important for the Jewish community? What questions does this raise for me?

Moreover, there were opportunities to discuss topics related to students’ Jewish identity that could be 
furthered explored. For example, one of the dilemmas that students and teachers grappled with was the 
approach to kashrut [Jewish dietary laws] when students were eating food in non-kosher cafes in the 
museums. Though the school has a policy that students could eat only cold food out, in some museums, where 
bringing your own food was prohibited, the only non-meat lunch option was pizza. The leadership of the 
school consented that cheese pizza was OK, but there was not much of a dialogue around this. This situation 
could have been utilized for a study of kashrut.

Another missed opportunity was for students to respond to protesters in D.C. and to discuss their own values. 
For example, one team portrayed a photo of a “right-to-life” activist, a child holding a sign, “abortion is 
murder.” While the students included this in their wiki, there was no ensuing conversation with each other or 
with their teachers. This leads to us to question how we challenge students in documenting their experiences 
in museums to reflect more deeply on how their Jewish values related to these experiences.  

The aforementioned case of teens on a trip to museums in D.C. showed how designing an accountability 
structure for a museum experience increases team work and invites students to reflect on their experience. 
This type of accountability structure can be adapted to other experiential learning practices in a variety of 
Jewish educational settings. 

CongREgaTional SChool STudEnTS - dianE w. ZiMMERMan

The following example points to practical advice as to how adults can structure a visit to maximize 
congregational school students’ engagement. 

As a director of supplemental religious schools with over 25 years of experience in Jewish education, I have 
found that museum field trips often do not live up to expectations for student learning and engagement.  Why, 
even with great attention to the planning stages, are students observed not engaging in the museum 
experience or frustrated because they want more time to explore? How can the field trip to the museum turn 
into an experience that is engaging and memorable for the students?

Museum experiences for my students usually take one of four designs:

1. Docent-led tours, where students learn by lecture about artifacts.

2. Students viewing an exhibit through locating and answering questions on a worksheet. This is typically called 
a scavenger hunt.

3. An educator briefly introduces the museum and sets students loose to explore on their own.
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4. Chaperones, often parents, taking small groups of five or six students through the museum. 

The first two designs are particularly problematic as they do not sufficiently engage students. In the first 
design, the docent, usually an older volunteer, while knowledgeable about the exhibit, lacks teaching skills. As 
she explains the exhibit, she points out items she or he finds interesting, and tells a few stories. Students often 
do not appreciate the docent’s skills, since pedagogy is lacking. And as students go from one room to another, 
they briefly glance at artifacts and, after a while, tune out the lecture-based tour.  In the second model, 
students complete a scavenger hunt or a list of questions to answer as they explore the museum.  These 
worksheets help the students focus on specific areas, but often students focus only on answering the 
questions, ignoring the other areas of the exhibit. Or the students spend so much time trying to answer the 
questions, they see only a few exhibits. This model precludes engagement of students’ interests. In both 
cases, students are directed by adults and leave frustrated as they do not have the opportunity to follow their 
curiosities nor discuss the exhibits with each other.

The third and fourth models are improvements on the first and second. When students are left to their 
own devices, as in the third design, they often race through the exhibit, chatting with each other (and not 
necessarily about what they are seeing). They only briefly engage with the museum articles. While they 
might be content with the opportunity to socialize, they do not truly experience the museum. In the fourth 
design, when chaperones, often parents of the students, lead five or six students, there are varying degrees 
of leadership. Some take charge of their group, form a community, and successfully explore the museum.  But 
often, chaperones are not sure how to manage the group or may not know what in the museum is important 
or relevant to the students or to the curriculum.

Recommendations

For both day school and supplementary school students, museum trips provide both opportunities for students 
to explore learning related to their curriculum and valuable social interaction.  The four designs described 
above have positive components that can be blended to create a better learning experience for students. This 
year, as I begin planning the details of our annual sixth grade overnight field trip to a historical museum, I want 
to take the best of the designs described above and create a more engaging experience for our students that 
also include opportunities for reflection. 

Here are the components that will be put into place: 

w Groups of 5 – 6 students (based primarily on friendships) with one parent or teacher chaperone. Leaders will 
focus on building community within the group, making sure the students have time to talk and have fun, in 
addition to learning. 

w Chaperones will have a handout that includes photographs of one to three highlights in each area of the 
exhibit. The handout will help chaperones know which items are important for students to see or explore.  

w Chaperone-led groups will go from exhibit to exhibit (each starting at different place), staying as a group, but 
allowing students to freely engage in one exhibit area for a period of time before moving on to the next. 

w Docents will be stationed throughout the museum. Their role, when prompted by students or chaperones, 
will be to share the stories related to the exhibits and to answer questions.  

w Students will be asked to take a photograph or make a quick sketch of one artifact or item from each part of 
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the exhibit that they find interesting or would like to investigate further. 

w The leader of trip will not chaperone a group. Instead, this person will flow among groups, facilitating 
engagement and monitoring behavior as needed. 

w When students return to class the following week, they will share two or three of their photographs or 
sketches, along with their reflections, with their classmates, including those who were not on the trip. These 
photographs will then be gathered into an online scrapbook or photo collage, depending on the interests of 
the students.

The new plan will be incorporated into the upcoming sixth grade field trip and will allow for student interaction 
and choice, guided by the chaperones. The expertise of the docent is still available, but the often long-winded 
lecture-style delivery will be limited. And, finally, the most important component of student reflection has 
become part of this new learning model.

Conclusion

These two aforementioned examples of museum field trips show that students in both full-time and part-time 
Jewish schools thrive under these conditions: small group learning, assignments requiring accountability, and 
adults playing a role to dialogue and engage students according to their interests. We hope that these accounts 
and recommendations spark a critical conversation in more Jewish schools so that museum learning becomes 
even more engaging, inviting students to deeply reflect on the meaning of their experience.
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hen I began teaching 4th-grade Hebrew reading and religious 
education at Temple Emanuel Religious School in Greensboro, 
North Carolina, I was told that I would have a class of more 
than twenty students, some of whom had ADHD or learning 

disabilities, or both. Many came from diverse backgrounds, including 
single-parent, blended, same-sex, and interfaith families. Three students 
in the class were adopted. 

I was assigned to teach these students beginning Hebrew, using a primer 
published in 1984, as well as Torah and Life Cycle events, using the “Being 
Torah” curriculum by Joel Lurie Grishaver.

Since I am a special education teacher with experience working in 
urban and suburban settings, a diverse situation like this is typical for 
me. In special education, however, practitioners rely on research-based 
strategies to determine the most effective ways to: (1) teach specific 
populations of students, and (2) teach particular skills, strategies, and 
content. 

In the beginning of my first year teaching at Temple Emanuel, I searched 
the professional literature for any research-based strategies I could find 
to teach the curriculum to which I was assigned. I found some articles 
explaining the structure of Hebrew language and many articles proposing 
particular types of Jewish education programs and reforms; however, 
I was unable to find any articles that investigated the use of particular 
strategies and methods of Jewish education using human subjects as 
evidence.

The Importance of Research-based Strategies

Many people may ask, “Why are research-based strategies so important? 
I can see that my students are doing great and having fun!” Research-
based strategies are mandated in public education because they provide 
teachers with evidence, based on studies conducted on human subjects, 
that a particular teaching practice or program is likely to work for a 
specific population of students in a defined setting. Although we have no 
guarantees that these strategies will work with our specific students, they 
are more likely to work than non-validated programs.

The development of research-based strategies would provide tremendous 
benefit to the Jewish education community. In the case of Hebrew 
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reading, the development of these practices would provide teachers with curricular materials that have 
been proven to be effective for specific age groups, teaching strategies and programs to help students access 
the content, and standardized assessments to measure student progress and mastery of content. Although 
religious studies are more subjective and qualitative in nature than teaching and assessing Hebrew reading, 
research-based strategies would provide similar benefits for this area. Validated strategies would provide 
teachers with the knowledge of the most effective grade levels at which to teach particular topics in Jewish 
educational studies, the most effective instructional strategies (e.g., chevruta study, cooperative learning 
group, and whole class methods), and reliable ways to assess student progress and learning.

As with any change in tradition, barriers exist to the success of developing and implementing these practices. 
In Hebrew reading, for example, I have been unable to find any research-based practices for teaching Hebrew 
reading, simply due to the fact that studies have not been conducted in this area. Other barriers include a 
lack of funding to conduct studies at an individual school level, a lack of awareness of the benefits of using 
research-based strategies, and limited time that teachers — especially in supplemental school settings — can 
devote to this effort. I believe these barriers stem from the fact that many teachers are resigned to teaching 
Hebrew and Jewish education “the way it has always been done,” as well as a lack of a Jewish education 
organization that can develop and disseminate these practices.

As an educator who is curious about this topic, I have been conducting a study regarding the effects of 
one particular teaching strategy common to English reading instruction — peer-assisted reading — on the 
development of students’ oral reading fluency skills. Although data collection is ongoing, I hope the results of 
the study will shed light on whether peer-assisted learning is an effective strategy for teaching Hebrew reading. 

In the future, I hope to continue researching the effects of this practice as well as investigate the value of other 
common teaching and assessment strategies for English reading, as they can be adapted for Hebrew language 
instruction. By investigating the effectiveness of these methods and making the findings available to other 
Jewish educators, we can improve Jewish education one child and one classroom at a time.w
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“What exactly is repentance or teshuvah? Repentance involves forsaking 
sins and removing such thoughts from one’s way of thinking and resolving 
firmly never to do it again, as it is written, ‘Let the wicked man forsake his 
way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts and let them return to the 
Lord. (Yishayahu 55:7)’.”   
Maimonides on the Laws of Repentance  
in Mishneh Torah- Hilchot Teshuva  Halacha ,2:2 

lthough Maimonides expressed the importance of reflection 
in repentance (teshuvah) during the Days of Awe, Yamin 
Noraim, the major secular theoretical roots for reflection can 
be found in the work of John Dewey (1933) and David A. Kolb 

(1984). Accordingly, it was John Dewey who asserted “...we do not learn 
from experience…we learn from reflecting on experience.” Moreover, it 
was David A. Kolb who first described the four stage cycle of experiential 
learning which emphasizes time for reflection (stage two below). Kolb’s 
four stage cycle for experiential learning is below.

w Stage One: Concrete Experience. The learner experiences the original 
event. 
w Stage Two: Reflective Observation: The learner cogitates on the 
meaning of the original experience.  
w Stage Three: Abstract Conceptualization: The learner gains a more 
sophisticated understanding of the meaning of the original experience 
which, in turn, informs the next stage in the cycle, active experimentation. 
w Stage Four: Active Experimentation: Given an enhanced and 
more nuanced understanding of the experience through abstract 
conceptualization, the learner tries different ways to re-create or 
actively experiment with the original learning experience. These active 
experimentations, in turn, lead to new concrete experiences.

In addition to the theoretical work on reflection from Dewey and Kolb, 
there is significant research supporting the efficacy of reflection or “think 
time’ for both learning and professional development. 

For example, studies by Rowe (1972), Casteel and Stahl (1973), Tobin 
(1987), and others demonstrate a positive correlation between providing 
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learners with reflection time and these outcomes:

w The enhanced length and correctness of student responses to questions posed by the teacher or another 
student 
w An increase in the number of learners responding to a question 
w A reduction in the number of learners who pass or don’t answer a question 
w Improved academic achievement

Holy Time and Space

Before we share specific reflection activities that can be incorporated into Jewish formal (i.e., religious school 
classroom, lecture hall, adult education class at the synagogue, etc.) and informal settings (i.e., camp, group 
activity location, trip to Israel or other important Jewish sites), let’s discuss two important Jewish constructs, 
holy time (zman kadosh) and holy space (makom kadosh).

As a people, we distinguish ourselves by establishing both holy time (zman kadosh) and holy space (makom 
kadosh) through the following activities:

w Daily prayers (i.e., upon awaking in the morning, before and after meals, etc.) 
w Weekly blessings (i.e., lighting the Shabbat candles, lighting the Havdalah candle, smelling the spices, etc.) w 
w Seasonal prayers (i.e., lighting candles for Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Chanukah, etc.)  
w Celebrating the cyclical events in our lives (i.e., brit milah, Bnai Mitzvah, kiddushin, etc.) 
w Experiencing the precious  moments of living (e.g., reciting the Sheheheyanu prayer at the Kotel)  
w Supporting those who need healing (i.e.. saying the Mishabeirach prayer) 
w Honoring those we have lost (i.e., reciting the Kaddish prayer)

These Jewish prayers, blessings, meditations, and reflections transform that which is secular and profane (i.e., 
time and space) into something that is sacred and holy. These prayers, blessings, meditations, and reflections 
are not relegated nor conducted solely within the synagogue’s sanctuary or the Jewish classroom. In fact, 
these acts of sanctification take place in the home, at camp, on local Jewish field trips, and during excursions to 
Israel.

As Jewish educators, camp counselors, youth group leaders, and tour guides, we can embed these acts of 
sanctification into both our formal and informal learning settings. In addition to these prayers and blessings 
below, you will find a list and description of reflection activities that educators can implement before, during or 
at the end of an experiential learning event inside or outside of your classroom.

Note: When we use the term “group leader,” we are referring to a Jewish youth leader, a camp counselor 
in charge of a bunk with an assistant counselor, unit head, assistant head counselor, head counselor, camp 
director, tour guide, docent or any other person occupying a position of leadership in an informal Jewish 
setting.

1. Sentence completions

The educator states or records a sentence fragment such as: (reflection at the beginning of the activity) From 
this experience I hope to...; (reflection during the activity) Right now I am thinking or feeling...; (reflection at 
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the end of the activity) Two things I learned from today’s experience are...

2. Think-Pair-Share

The educator asks the participants to think about some aspect of what they are about to do, what they are 
doing or what they have just experienced.

Example: When I say the word “tzedakah.” what does that mean to you?

Participants are given time to reflect on the question posed and perhaps record their thoughts on the topic.

The educator places the learners into reflection pairs in which they discuss their individual thoughts. At a 
designated time determined by the educator, each participant can share with the group:

w What he or she was thinking 
w What his or her reflection partner was thinking 
w A synthesis of what the reflection partners were thinking 
w A new thought 
w The opportunity to say “I pass on this question.”

3. Community Round Robin

Each member of the experiential learning community is given think time, perhaps 30 seconds, to reflect 
upon some topic determined by the teacher, group leader or member of the group; each person is given an 
opportunity to share a thought with the members of the experiential learning community. If members have a 
similar thought, they can say it in their own words.

4. Discussion Whip

The educator of the experiential group invites selected members of the learning community to share their 
thoughts or feelings in a few words. Accordingly, the educator might say, “as I point to you, tell us in a few 
sentences what you are thinking or feeling right now.”

5. You’re the Leader

The educator of an experiential group poses a question to the learning community. After allowing for some 
“think time” for group reflection, the educator selects one member of the learning community to share his or 
her thoughts. After stating his/her reflections, that person selects the next person to speak. Participants always 
have the right to pass or not share their thoughts.

6. Discussion Ball

The educator poses a question to the learning community. After providing for some “think time,” the group 
leader invites participants who wish to share their thoughts to raise their hands. The educator tosses a 
discussion ball (i.e., nerf ball, koosh ball, balloon ball, etc.) to one of the participants who wants to voice his 
or her reflections on the topic. After sharing his or her thoughts, the speaker selects the next person to talk by 
stating the name of the person and gently tossing the discussion ball to him or her.
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7. The Numbers Procedure

The educator poses a question to the experiential learning community. After providing for some “think time,” 
the educator invites participants who wish to share their thoughts to raise their hands. The educator gives 
each participant who wants to speak a number, saying, for example, “You’re number one, you’re number two, 
you are number three, etc.” These numbers determine the order for speaking to the members of the group.

8. Reflection Pairs, Triads or Quads

Before, during or at the end of an experiential learning event, the educator creates thinking or reflection pairs, 
triads or quads to engage in reflection time.

9. Dyadic Encounter

Dyadic Encounter is a specific paired reflection activity that follows these steps.

1. The educator places learners into reflection dyads (groups of two). Alternative: group members may select 
their own reflection partners.

2. Reflection dyads determine who completes sentence #1 first. Let us call you A and your reflection partner 
B. Let us assume that your partner, B, wants to go first. Remember, however, that B or A may pass at any time 
during the paired reflection activity.

3. B verbally completes the first sentence.

4. A may probe B or completes sentence 1. B may probe A’s statement.

5. A completes sentence 2.

6. B may probe A or complete sentence 2.

7. The procedure continues until the dyad completes the nine unfinished sentences or the educator ends the 
activity.

8. If you want to modify the activity, start with any number or make up your own sentence starters such as 
 a. My name is... 
 b. I live... 
 c. At the present time, I serve as… 
 d. The reason I am here is... 
 e.To me experiential learning means… 
 f. The mission of our school or organization is... 
 g. One thing I hope to do with our school or organization is... 
 h. One day I hope to…
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10. Hidden Agenda Exercise 
A Relationship Activity Designed to Help a Group Surface its Hidden Agenda Items

1. The educator explains that some members of the group may have hidden agenda items that are important 
to them and that are not being addressed. If these hidden agenda items are not surfaced and resolved, they 
can undermine the cohesion and productivity of the group. The educator then invites each member to record a 
concern on a piece of paper without including his or her name.

NOTE: Group members are not required to record a concern, but must write something on the paper (e.g., I 
pass) to protect the anonymity of those who would be sharing their concerns with the members of the class/
group.

2. The educator collects all the members’ papers and places them in a paper bag or hat.

3. The educator selects one of the written concerns from the paper bag, reads it to herself, and, if she judges 
the concern to be appropriate for group discussion, she then reads it to the group.

NOTE: Assuming the educator is responsible for justifying what takes place in a group, she has the right to 
decide which concerns to air with the group.

4. After reading the concern, the educator facilitates a problem-solving process which includes these steps: 
 a. Determining the nature, intensity and pervasiveness of the problem 
 b. Generating alternatives 
 c. Selecting the most practical and effective alternative(s) 
 d. Implementing a strategy to address the problem 
 e. Monitoring the strategy 
 f. Modifying and evaluating the strategy

Summary and Conclusion

There is no question that experiential activities or events such as visiting Israel, attending a Jewish sleep-away 
camp, or building and living in a sukkah can have a profound effect upon the learner.  In this article, we have 
argued that by embedding certain reflection activities (e.g., sentence completions or think-pair-share, etc.) 
within the event, we can significantly enhance that Jewish experience. Why is this so? When we give our 
students and ourselves that precious time for personal and group reflection and the sharing of those insights, 
we learn more about our Jewish selves. By including shared reflections within our Jewish experiential activities, 
we enable our students and ourselves to connect to Klal Yisroel.w
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he students I’ve been blessed to teach amaze me. They 
master complicated Beethoven pieces, travel the nation 
to participate in sporting events, memorize Shakespearian 
soliloquies, solve complex brain-teasers in Odyssey of the 

Mind competitions . . .

And then they come to religious school. We may be impressed that a 
young person can pray the words of the v’shamru, or can name the 
five books of Torah, but that’s often the limits of their religious school 
achievements. Outside of leading their Bar and Bat Mitzvah services, the 
sad reality is that religious school is often devoid of opportunities for 
more profound achievement.

Simply put, we could expect more from our students. Our students need 
more opportunities to collaborate on large-scale projects, as they do in 
dance classes, music lessons, sports teams, and in secular school. Juvenile 
craft projects don’t cut it; our students need more outlets for higher-level 
creativity.

Are You Experienced?

Recognized as one of the greatest educational thinkers of the 20th 
century, John Dewey is the father of what is today known as “Experiential 
Education.” Dewey recognized that the authoritarian, strict, and 
“pre-ordained knowledge” approach of traditional education was 
too concerned with delivering knowledge – and not enough with 
understanding students’ actual experiences.

Dewey makes a strong case for the importance of education not only as a 
place to gain content knowledge, but also as a place to learn how to live. 
In his eyes, the purpose of education should focus on the realization of 
one’s full potential, and the ability to use those skills for the greater good.

Unfortunately, with the rise of standardized testing and “outcome-based 
learning,” many schools have abandoned the development of the whole 
child as a frivolous luxury. As spiritual and religious centers, our religious 
schools are uniquely positioned to fill that void. A full Jewish life obviously 
demands competency in particular ritual skills; but if that is all we ask for, 
that is all we will get. A deep Jewish education recognizes the individuality 
of each soul, and seeks to cultivate that soul to grow, and contribute to 
the storehouse of blessing in the world.
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Are You Sure This Is Jewish?

The paradigmatic Jewish learning experience is the giving of Torah on Mount Sinai. Even a cursory reading of 
its description in the book of Exodus shows that it was far from some boring lecture:

. . . there was thunder and lightning and a thick cloud upon the mount, and the voice of a very loud shofar; and 
all the people that were in the camp trembled greatly. And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to 
meet God; and they stood at the bottom of the mount. Now Mount Sinai was altogether smoke, because God 
descended upon it in fire; and the smoke rose as the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mount shook greatly. 
And when the voice of the shofar grew louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him by a voice . . . 
(Exodus 19:16-19)

We see that Jewish education has been experiential from the beginning. It is out in the world. It is big, bold, 
fiery, and loud. It shakes us up. It changes history. We should demand nothing less of today’s Jewish education.

What Could This Mean in Practical Terms?

Three changes could shake up Jewish education. 

1. Add chugim (project-based electives) to Sunday morning/weekly religious school classes. This would offer 
students a variety of paths of experiential Jewish learning, matching the various passions of these students.

Possible chugim include:

w Betzalel Brigade – Named after the artist God chose in the book of Exodus, this chug would introduce 
students to artists who have created Jewish ritual objects or have addressed Jewish themes or ideas. They 
would then create artwork or ritual objects in that style.

w Teatron Zone – An acting/theater group, performing plays or skits organized around Jewish themes or 
holidays.

w Yarok Stars – The students would take an active role in a synagogue community garden. They could also be 
entrusted to help the school become more ecologically responsible or lead other classes on nature walks.

w Shin Guards – An opportunity to enjoy physical activity, and to investigate the Jewish values that make for 
good teamwork and sportsmanship. Students could look at Jewish sports figures and the qualities that made 
them role models.

w Talmud Tribe – Like a mock trial team, this chug would be for students who want to look more deeply at our 
classical rabbinic arguments. They would then act out these arguments, either in teams or as individuals.

w Shirim Team – Synagogue youth chorus.

w Bonim Dreams – A hands-on group that would build models of Noah’s Ark, the Mishkan, and the Beit ha-
Mikdash.

w Rikud Dudes – A young Jewish dance troupe.
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w Maggid Squad – This would give students the opportunity to learn about famous ancient and modern Jewish 
storytellers, and then write and/or deliver stories in that style.

w Ivrit Street – A conversational Hebrew group.

2. Allow students to demonstrate what they’ve accomplished in periodic Hatzaga (presentation) days spread 
throughout the school year.

Three times a year, religious school would be devoted to a community-wide Hatzaga Day, in which the various 
groups would share something that they had created as a team. These Hatzaga times would give students a 
chance to be proud of their achievements in the presence of peers and adults, creating deeper bonds between 
the different “silos” in synagogue community.

3. A year-end county-wide convergence of religious schools, in which schools choose particularly accomplished 
student groups to compete against each other.

Synagogues would have the opportunity to share student achievement, and be inspired by students 
throughout their county or region.

Celebrating creative and dynamic educators, and getting students excited about producing high-quality Jewish 
projects: what better project to become a NewCAJE National Initiative? w
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In dem land fun piramidn 
Geven a kenig, beyz un shlekht 

Zenen dort geven di yidn 
Zayne diner, zayne knekht …

“In the land of the pyramids 
There was a king, angry and evil 

There, the Jews were 
His servants, his slaves …”

hus ran the beginning of “Piramidn,” the first song I ever 
learned in Yiddish, just a month after leaving the operatic 
stage in the fall of 2011. Coming from a purely classical 
background, I was not particularly impressed. The melody 

was rather simple. The words, by anarchist poet David Edelstadt (1866-
1892), seemed too didactic for the kind of “artistic” interpretation I was 
used to lavishing on a piece of music. I found the song sorely lacking — 
though it was I who was lacking in any kind of context for “Piramidn.”

The first time I heard a live rendition of “Piramidn” was some months 
later during a cultural seder at the historic Yiddish Artists and Friends 
Actor’s Club in the East Village of Manhattan. Founded by the 
famous Hollywood star Paul Muni (born Frederich Meshilem Meyer 
Weisenfreund), the club was hung with portraits of the stars of yesteryear 
from the Yiddish stage and screen. However, in a room full of voluble 
Yiddish speakers, some of whom had either personally known or 
even acted with the figures on the wall, none of the history the space 
represented seemed very far away.  

As everyone in the room sang out the words of “Piramidn,” it suddenly 
took on a very different charge than when I had first learned it. It not 
only told the classic Passover narrative, but also moved its message 
into prismatic versions of the Jewish present. There was the present 
of David Edelstat, who fought for worker’s rights and died of the 
conditions brought about by the sweatshop and the tenement. There 
was the present of the figures on the wall of the club, who came out of 
backgrounds similar to that of Edelstat to create a new Jewish culture 
in a Promised Land that would be profoundly changed by it. There were 
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the various presents of the people in the room who had survived the Holocaust, anti-Semitism, and cultural 
assimilation to celebrate another Pesach in the mameloshn. 

And then there was my present as a young African-American gay convert who decided that aspects of this side 
of Jewish culture applied to him as well. I knew the discontents of a history that included “di viste shklafnvelt,” 
“the bleak slavery-world” described in “Piramidn.” The question that ends “Piramidn, “Folk, ver vet dikh haynt 
bafrayen?” -- “People, who will free you today?” -- is one that continues to take on new meanings on the 
American soil. 

An Alternative

The profound richness of my experience that evening is one I have striven to recreate as my personal interest 
in Jewish culture has become a responsibility to foster Yiddishkeit in the Jewish communities in which I live, 
work, and daven. In keeping with the idealistic and somewhat radical aims of the Yiddish-speaking doers and 
thinkers who came before me, I would like to propose the following change in the present state of Jewish 
education: an alternative to the conventional approach of creating a piecemeal Jewish “identity” in favor of 
developing a holistic, diverse, complex, and culturally relevant model of what it is (and has been) to be a Jew. 

This model would be based on the active recovery, discussion, celebration, and emulation of our culture and 
history as Jews, as opposed to a perfunctory flattening and summation of our complex culture in order to 
facilitate “learning.” The themes and content of Jewish life would be presented through engagement with the 
social, artistic, literary, political, and religious ideas and concepts of Jewish civilization.  

I freely admit to the somewhat pie-in-the-sky nature of these aims and the (as yet) non-existence of a 
comprehensive plan for their execution. Accordingly, I’d like to present an example of my own attempt to 
reconcile the responsibility to educate with my dedication to Jewish culture and ideas. 

My first formal experience in Jewish education was creating and developing an adult education program based 
on text study of foundational Jewish concepts. I presented for discussion biblical and Talmudic texts addressing 
the following subjects: personal prayer in Jewish belief and practice, issues of prophecy and free will, and 
the effect of history on classic Jewish narratives. In order to diversify and enrich the conversation on these 
subjects, I also presented Yiddish song texts specifically about the subjects addressed, which provided not only 
alternative views and commentaries on the subjects, but also encouraged discussion about the effects of these 
foundational concepts on Jewish culture and history. In order to present yet another way to engage with the 
ideas presented, I then performed each Yiddish song for the purpose of drawing attention to how the words 
were set, the mode or nusach in which the song was written, and how the life and times of the poet/composer 
informed their interpretation of the subject. 

I embarked on this project with not a little trepidation. Yiddish as a language is of somewhat low estate among 
American Jews for various reasons of history, assimilation, and ideology. It can safely be said that Yiddish is no 
longer considered by American Jews to be a language of serious Jewish inquiry, in spite of being the source of 
so many important aspects of modern Jewish existence. 

The enthusiasm with which the participants seized, argued, and discussed the material surprised me, as did 
the nature of their reflections on the subjects. Somehow, the introduction of this cultural, decidedly ethnic, 
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indisputably Jewish element to a conventional text study provided a catalyst for the participants to reflect how 
these concepts had affected the history of their families and people, as well as their own lives.  

Experiences like these always are a possibility when culture and ideas are the contexts in which Jewish 
education is presented. As long as Jewish culture is considered to be mere window dressing for more 
“concrete” aims in Jewish education, the possibility of raising a generation of thinkers, creators, and innovators 
inspired by the persistent themes and issues of Jewish existence is impaired.  

As an educator in my own Jewish community, I fully understand what an immense challenge and outsize 
commitment of time and resources it would be to consistently educate along the lines I’ve presented. What 
I’m really presenting here is a call to take the time to fully consider the possibilities that Jewish thought and 
culture provide to the Jewish educator in creating continuity with our past and a future of real engagement 
informed by the radical act of being a Jew. 

Zol zayn mit mazl--and if you don’t happen to know what that means, you’re no less of a mentsch for googling 
it.

 

w
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abbinic literature was written by men to be studied by men. Often, these 
texts are blunt reminders of misogyny and patriarchy codified in Jewish 
communal life. Directly addressing difficult texts remains a china shop, a 
taboo topic, in much of progressive Jewish education.1 In the fall of 2012, 
I began coursework for Dr. Jason Kalman’s Rabbinic Literature course at 

HUC-JIR. Despite my role as a Jewish educator and second year masters student, this was 
the first time that my own Judaism had been complicated by these texts.2

One day, in the course of my study, I read the following text:3

One day [R Jose] saw a man boring a hole in the fence so that he might catch a glimpse 
[of R. Jose’s daughter]. He said to the man, “What is this?” And the man answered: 
“Master, if I am not worthy enough to marry her, may I not at least be worthy to catch 
a glimpse of her?” Thereupon [R. Jose] exclaimed: “My daughter, you are a source of 
trouble to mankind; return to the dust so that men may not sin because of you.” 
Bavli Ta’anit 24a

I called Dr. Kalman and said, “My culture is condoning honor killings. As a Jewish woman, 
I don’t know how to reconcile myself with this.”

He responded, “Yes. Your tradition holds both good and what we now understand as 
evil. What are you going to do about it?”

I wish I could put into words how profoundly that moment affected my thinking.

Testing the Tools

In order to align ourselves with tradition, after seeing it whole, we have to come 
to terms with the continuity of what our tradition has been, acknowledge how it 
has changed, and begin to envision the changes that we yet want to see. Doing so 
necessitates the cultivation of a mature love of our tradition.4 Therefore, our role as 
teachers becomes providing students with jungle gyms to test out tools that help their 
Judaism endure, regardless of the difficult concepts they may encounter.5 It is essential 
to both change and continuity to give our students these tools, including those that 
directly address gender roles. In doing so, we teach them to truly take on the obligation 
of K’lal Yisrael – a community that wrestles with God and tradition.

As a final assignment in Dr. Kalman’s course, I was to develop a curriculum utilizing 
rabbinic text. Around the same time, I had been hired by a local Hebrew high school 
to design a curriculum that addressed the needs of young Jewish women. I felt that 
combining these two tasks would be intriguing: a curriculum that empowered young 
Jewish women and spoke to issues “students confront and negotiate in their daily lives” 
through the utilization of Rabbinic Literature.6 Through this process, I discovered a 
vertical change process within progressive Jewish education.

In a vertical process of change, no avenues for the desired change are perceived within 
the existing system. Therefore, tradition and communal systems are utilized as a base for 
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continuity. This solid foundation allows for radical change in ways that circumvent existing structures of power. The existing system is 
ruled as a false representation of tradition, thereby permitting a new system to be built to better exemplify the core values. 

Conversely, a horizontal process of change works within existing systems and draws continuity from the strengths and norms of that 
system. However, in order for change to be effective on this axis, the voices of those seeking change must carry validity and power 
within that system.7 

With the voice for change bereft of power, only the vertical axis would be available. One could only seek to stand again at Sinai, re-
appropriate the tradition and bypass rabbinic Judaism.8 If texts encountered were viewed as divine in origin, it would have rendered 
reinterpretation for modern context as invalid. The belief that rabbinic literature is the work of human beings inspired by the words 
of Written Torah made it easier to access multiple axes of change in addressing these concerns. Simultaneously, an entirely horizontal 
approach would not be sufficient. In existing progressive Jewish systems, some of the strongest messages about rabbinic literature 
come from these difficult topics not being addressed.9

Stepping Back from the P’shat

Keeping in mind the historical context in which the rabbis were writing allowed me to step back from the p’shat, the literal meaning 
of the text, and to identify underlying principles that could be reconciled with contemporary values. With this critical distance 
established, one could honor continuity and the horizontal system by distilling the text to core values and principles. Simultaneous, 
the opportunity for vertical change was utilized by assessing the direct actions rabbis proscribed according to those same core values. 
This allowed them to be translated for contemporary understandings of Jewish communal life.

I arrived at this approach to text and change through the work of Jacob Neusner. Neusner offers that, when examining a given 
rabbinic text, the key is to ask: “What principle, what ideal, stands behind the [text] and behind your agreement with the [text]?”10 

I believe that it is this willingness to engage with ideas that are in tension with our own beliefs that defines us as K’lal Yisrael. This 
wrestling is a vital component in managing continuity and change.

There are vast consequences for choosing to strike a balance for continuity and change through engagement with rabbinic literature. 
Within rabbinic literature lies a patriarchal structure that defined Jewish life for millennia. It is rooted in the view that these texts are 
sacred, God’s Oral Law, given to Moshe at Sinai, along with all the gender roles they proscribe. If we change and study these texts, 
it might mean we need to abide by what they say in order to honor continuity. We might need to believe that the traditional gender 
roles as outlined in these texts are Divine decree and binding.

However, as our teachers say, a text can be sacred to us because it is of divine origin or a text can be sacred to us because it was 
held sacred by those who came before us. As we learn from scholars as diverse as Plaskow and Mordechai Kaplan, a tradition can be 
evaluated and reinterpreted for its core truths. Doing so honors its continuity even in the face of change.11

The history of misogyny and patriarchy within Judaism is a reality. When our learners, especially our young women, encounter these 
truths for the first time, these hard truths should be faced in a space that provides the support to incorporate new understandings 
of what it means to be a Jewish woman. Rabbinic literature is a jungle gym to be explored, rather than a china shop to be studiously 
avoided.12  Placing these texts in historical context allows for an understanding of core principles, while providing opportunities to 
celebrate the challenges our matriarchs overcame. w
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