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Shoshana is new to the role of Educational Director in a mid-sized congregation’s 
Religious School, having been promoted from a senior teacher position. Her predecessor 
has moved out of state. The Temple’s Rabbi joined the congregation one year earlier. 
Shoshana often feels overwhelmed by the many demands of her role: reviewing and 
revising curriculum to make it relevant, engaging, and attainable; hiring, training, and 
supervising effective teachers; creating an inclusive and responsive school culture; 
addressing parental concerns; managing the demands of the educational board and 
clergy. She often feels isolated in her small city and unprepared to deal with many 
unexpected challenges of her job. When she hears about a monthly inter-congregational 
community of practice for educational directors (and their designees), she decides to 
try it out. There she finds colleagues facing similar concerns, experienced mentors, 
community resources, and opportunities to discuss educational theory and practice that 
apply to Jewish Religious Education. She gets support, direction, feedback, and ideas in a 
non-judgmental setting. She returns to her office inspired and empowered.

The roles of Jewish educators, particularly Educational Directors and Inclusion 
Specialists, are complex and evolving. They create and share a vision of 
learning for their institutions. They respond to the needs of students, families 
(enrolled and prospective), board and congregational members. They recruit, 
train, and supervise teachers as well as substitutes (often teen madrichim 

or classroom aides). They publicize activities, locate supplies, and deal with financial 
matters. Often, they teach classes as well. Without peers in the school, they can feel 
isolated as they juggle many expectations. They may report to clergy, administrators, 
and boards — supervisors who may not have experience performing the many tasks 
demanded of these professionals. Some of these educators have formal training in the 
field, others have content knowledge (e.g., speak Hebrew fluently) and may have worked 
their way up from classroom teaching. Communities of Practice can be key in supporting 
these individuals as they navigate the complexities of their jobs.

WHAT ARE COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE? 
Communities of Practice are “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for 
something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (Wenger, E., 
2006, 1.)  They are a low-cost, highly interactive form of peer professional development. 

Communities of Practice aim to meet goals of an organization, as well as individual 
participants. These gatherings have a clear purpose, foster interpersonal connections, 
create a shared context, promote deep discussion, promote learning, solidify and 
disseminate knowledge and skills, cultivate collaboration, promote organized and 
intentional action, and foster new understanding (Cambridge, Kaplan, and Suter, 2005). 

These groups have three common components; DOMAIN — or shared area of expertise 
and inquiry; COMMUNITY — collaborative and reciprocal relationships; and PRACTICE — 
the opportunity to develop and apply skills and tools (Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder, 
2002).
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There is a range of activities that take place in Community 
of Practice meetings, including problem-solving, providing 
information, offering resources, collaborating/bridge-building, 
sharing updates and progress, collectively documenting 
knowledge and progress, and peer site visits.

What makes these collectives so effective? Participants 
should be intrinsically motivated to be involved. “Because 
communities of practice are voluntary, what makes them 
successful over time is their ability to generate enough 
excitement, relevance, and value to attract and engage 
members”  (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002, 50). It is also 
important that the linkages are made for the context in which 
these professionals function. “The value of the communities 
of practice lies in (their) ability to connect personal 
development and the professional identity of practitioners to 
the strategy of the organization” (Chua, A., 2002, para. 4). 

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE IN JEWISH EDUCATION
Through Communities of Practice, Jewish educators can find 
support, guidance, and a peer group to which they belong. 
They have the opportunity to both develop and share skills as 
their professional identity becomes stronger.

“Gateways: Access to Jewish Education” is an organization 
that supports and promotes Jewish special education for, and 
inclusion of, children in Metropolitan Boston area religious 
schools, including day schools, congregational schools, and 
community supplemental programs. Among its goals is the 
provision of effective and inclusive instruction promoting 
learning, belonging, involvement, and the connection of 
learners regardless of neurological, emotional, and physical 
ability levels. Since 2012, Gateways has offered Communities 
of Practice for Educational Directors (and/or their designated 
representatives) of supplemental congregational and 
community schools across the area. Institutions that have 
received an annual Community Special Education Grant from 
this organization are strongly encouraged to become involved 
in this program. Some attend once or twice without returning, 
while about fourteen attend five or more sessions annually, 
and often re-join year after year. 

The monthly two-hour meetings are facilitated by a 
professional developer and held Wednesday mornings at a 
centrally-located synagogue. The Communities of Practice 
are active during the school year, with members attending as 
many sessions as possible. About a dozen people are present 
at each gathering. Light snacks are provided.

These sessions generally follow the following format: 
1. Opening participant-led d’var Torah study of the weekly 
parasha and themes that connect to inclusion, teaching, 
learning, human development, and interpersonal values. 

2. Attendee check-in on recent events, challenges, and 
learnings at their school since the previous meeting. 
Confidentiality is a key feature of these sessions.

3. Presentation by a few individuals of informal cases of 
situations with which individuals are struggling and would like 
direction. These cases may revolve around particular students 
or whole classes, teachers, families, and/or synagogue 
leaders. Following the brief informal presentation of the 
issues, attendees are invited to question each case presenter 
for clarification and to inquire about options considered. 
They may also share similar experiences. Brainstorming often 
follows, from which case presenters can identify possible next 
steps to investigate. As a result of the discussion, readings on 
the subject (such as motivation, classroom management, and 
mentoring of teachers) are provided in follow-up emails or at 
subsequent meetings.

4. Introduction such as a hands-on demonstration of 
technology successfully in use at one school or the sharing of 
recommended text books or newly developed materials for 
learning Hebrew.

5. Finally, team decision on who will present cases and the 
d’var Torah at the coming meeting. Often, members linger 
following the program to continue discussing topics on a more 
informal basis.

Some of the CoPs also have engaged in a one-read approach, 
exploring ideas from a book of interest such as “The Essential 
Conversation” (on parent–teacher communication) by Sarah 
Lightfoot-Lawrence. At the beginning of the year, members 
complete a brief questionnaire regarding their strengths, 
interests, needs, and goals for participation. As the school 
year draws to a close, they are again surveyed regarding the 
usefulness of this program, what they gained, and suggestions 
for the future.

IMPACT AND FEEDBACK 
This program is deemed a success by many participants, 
some of whom travel over an hour each way to attend. 
Relationships have been built, lessening feelings of isolation 
and increasing skill levels. Practitioners have received support 
and learned from each others’ struggles. New directors 
gain insights from experienced peers. Conversations begun 
in the sessions often continue afterward. Educators have 
been invited to each others’ schools to consult and share 
ideas. Together, they have brainstormed ways to plan 
holiday celebrations, address concerns about staff, and 
integrate families whose children have special needs into the 
organizational community. Educators who create and share 
innovative programs receive recognition and validation of 
their efforts.
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Over multiple end-of-year surveys, 89% indicated on a 1-4 
scale (“Not at all Useful” to “Extremely Useful”) that they 
found the program “Extremely Useful,” while the remainder 
said it was “Useful.” All noted that the topics addressed 
were relevant to their work, with 70% stating that they were 
extremely relevant. 

When asked about their professional goals upon joining the 
Community of Practice, most cited general learning, such 
as “Learn from other professionals. Exposure to successful 
strategies – both around inclusion, but also general school 
issues” and “to learn from my colleagues and to participate 
with them in exploring issues that confront us as Jewish 
educators.” The networking aspect itself was also a key 
attraction for many, as they stated “Tons of ideas for specific 
student issues and just general ideas from other teachers. 
Meeting regularly with people facing similar challenges 
lessens the isolation that can be part of the job,” “To use the 
community of practice for support as needed throughout the 
school year.” A number sought specific skills, such as “How 
to reach out to families with special needs, and how to best 
service and include our current students with special needs.” 

In response to the question “How did participating in this 
Community of Practice inform, support, and influence your 
work?” it was the collaborative aspect that came up most 
often: “Gave me a community and network to learn from and 
seek advice from. Breath of fresh air in contrast to isolation 
of working in my office,” “Developed very strong working 
relationships with others and feel like I can call on these 
professionals even outside these specific meetings,” and “I 
enjoy the camaraderie and learn from other educators. I took 
some suggestions that helped support students, but mostly it 
helps to know that I’m not alone!” This was followed by skill 
improvement and increased confidence in addressing specific 
challenges. Statements included “The sharing environment 
has provided me with many valuable tools and techniques 
which I have brought back and shared with my staff,” 
“Contemplate before acting! Reflect back on conversations in 
the group!” “Focused on children’s individual needs.” 

When invited to describe the ways their work was affected 
as a result of the discussions, responses included ideological 
influences such as “...The concept of ‘mattering’...was a great 
step to work with all kids in making our community feel more 
inclusive” and “I really liked the discussion on the ‘imposter 
syndrome.’ Adapting the approach that I don’t need to know 
all the answers is very refreshing for me.” Others listed 
particular techniques, for example “New apps, new ways of 
teaching, new ways of reaching out to parents, new activities/
programs,” “Specifically, I enjoyed the conversations about 
textbooks, scheduling, assessment/report cards/ conferences, 

teacher hiring, addressing special learning issues (IEPSs).” 
Collaborations with other group members was cited, such 
as the comment that “One family ed (program)was drawn 
specifically from [a] reference from A.L.. Idea sharing was 
wonderful!” 
Most participants saw this program’s strengths as providing 
“Help [to] strategize on specific cases and learn from the 
presentation by other people on challenges/concerns. We 
worked as a community to think critically and strategize on 
the issues.” A number of people expressed appreciation for 
engaging with peers who had a variety of expertise levels: 
“People bring varied perspectives and experiences, which give 
us all a chance to learn and grow. Since question(s)/topics 
are determined by the group and focus on meeting the needs 
of all learners, we always walk out with something.” Most 
participants liked the fairly open sessions that addressed 
issues as they arose, while a few requested more days 
dedicated to specific subjects such as teaching prayer, or 
classroom behavioral management strategies. There was 
some difference of opinion about structuring more interaction 
between meetings. Some felt too busy to take on another 
task and would prefer to reach out to specific peers only as 
needed, while a few expressed the desire for a designated 
buddy or hevruta-type partner. 

CREATING A CoP 
How does one start a Community of Practice? The first step is 
to determine the program’s desired outcomes and the target 
participants. Research — often in the form of surveys or focus 
group discussions — can help determine professionals’ needs, 
interest levels, and schedule constraints. The next step is 
to plan meeting formats, including the amount of structure 
desired, roles of participants and facilitators, themes/topics, 
activities and logistics such as timing, location, and means 
of communication between sessions. It is important to get 
organizational stakeholder buy-in and determine incentives 
for joining. The program can be initially tested on a smaller 
scale before opening it up to a larger group. It is essential 
to create a setting where participants can speak openly 
and be vulnerable without fear of repercussion, so it may 
be best to separate supervisors from staff. A preliminary 
focus of the program is on community-building, developing 
norms of interaction, and identifying members’ needs. 
Active participation is key, including the encouragement of 
networking, cooperative learning, skill sharing, and engaging 
in collaborative projects among members. Over time, these 
communities should be flexible to accommodate the shifting 
needs of members (Cambridge, Kaplan, and Suter, 2005). 

Once the Community of Practice is running, it is important 
to be flexible in allowing the format to develop organically. 
Balancing personal experience with scholarship, empirical 
findings, and data will allow for intellectual and skill 
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development. Interactions can include dyadic, small- and 
whole-group engagement. The topics at hand should be 
relevant to members, and the agenda can include elements of 
predictability and spontaneity to be able to address needs as 
they arise (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002). 

CONCLUSION 
Communities of Practice offer effective, low-cost, on-going 
engaged professional development for Jewish educators who 
often face multiple demands in isolation from peers. These 
programs provide opportunities for participants to grow 
professionally, as well as develop and affirm expertise while 
building connections that support their work. As professional 
contacts are made, resources and ideas are shared, and skills 
and confidence increase. When busy professionals commit to 
participating in these groups, positive effects can spread to 
all levels of religious schools, including teachers, madrichim, 
students, and the larger community. 
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