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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


