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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


