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BOARD MEETING 
COUNCIL FOR INITIATIVES IN JEWISH EDUCATION 

MAY 1-2, 1996 
UJA/FEDERATION OF JEWISH PHILANTHROPIES OF NEW YORK 

Attendance 
Board Members: Daniel Bader, John Colman, Jay Davis, Billie Gold, Alfred Gottschalk, 

Matthew Maryles, Melvin Merians, Esther Leah Ritz, Morton Mandel 
(chair), Charles Ratner 

Guests: Deborah Ball, Steve Chervin, Maurice Corson, Joshua Elkin, Allan 
Finkelstein, Joshua Fishman, Robert Hirt, Sam Levine, Joanne 
Barrington Lipshutz 

Consultants 
and Staff: 

Sheila Allenick, Gail Dorph, Adam Gamoran, Ellen Goldring, Stephen 
Hoffman, Alan Hoffmann, Barry Holtz, Virginia Levi, Robin Mencher, 
Josie Mowlem, Debra Perrin, Dalia Pollack, Nessa Rapoport, Jonathan 
Woocher 

I. LEADERSHIP SEMINAR 

11. 

111. 

On Wednesday evening, May 1, board members and guests attended a seminar at 
which Dr. David Hartman, director of the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem, 
discussed "The Road to Sinai in Our Time." 

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 
The Chair opened the meeting on May 2 by welcoming all in attendance and introducing 
the following first-time attendees and guests: Josh Elkin, Deborah Ball , Joanne 
Barrington Lipshutz and Samuel Levine. 

The Chair reviewed the schedule for the day and noted that the agenda includes some 
exciting and important presentations. He made note of the special items in the binders, 
especially the just printed "Best Practices in JCCs" volume, which he urged attendees to 
read at their leisure. The focus of today's agenda is Teaching and Learning in both 
Jewish and general education. 

OVERVIEW OF THE DAY 
The Chair introduced Alan Hoffmann, Executive Director of CIJE, to provide a context 
for the day's program. 

Mr. Hoffmann noted that among the guiding principles of CIJE is the thought that it is 
possible to transform Jewish life; this will require a huge, planful and sustained effort; 
the same energy that was brought to the efforts of rescue, relief and rehabilitation in this 
century in our Jewish communities, need to be brought to Jewish education. To make 
systemic change in Jewish education, much more needs to be done. He said that the 
issue of capacity pervades all areas. Currently, there are not enough people in the 
system to do the work, while there are professors in general education who want to 
make a contribution to Jewish life and who have consulted with us on how their 
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expertise can intersect with CIJE . 

The purpose of today's meeting is to explore the insides of the dilemmas about thinking 
about education and to ask why is it that young people who spend so much time in the 
classroom are turned off by these experiences. We will focus on the recent revolution in 
teaching and learning in general education in the morning; the final segment of the day 
will be a review of CIJE in action, or the implementation of the principles described in the 
early part of the agenda. 

THE REVOLUTION IN TEACHING AND LEARNING 
A. In the American Classroom: Math Education 

The Chair introduced Dr. Deborah Loewenberg Ball , professor of Teacher 
Education at Michigan State University and a consultant to CIJE in the TEI 
program. Her research focuses on the challenges of teaching for understanding. 
Dr. Ball noted that there was severe criticism of math education, which led to 
reform in the 1960's. There is another reform movement underway now. She 
posed several questions: 
1) What is math teaching like currently and why is it criticized; 
2) What are the goals of math reform; 
3) What does good teaching look like and what do we know about it; 
4) What capacities does it take to improve teaching this way; 
5) What are we learning about building capacity for this kind of teaching; 
6) What lessons are we learning about efforts to improve teaching . 

She said that math teaching is still done the old way with practice and drill. 
Teachers talk and students listen and there is a lot of memorization. 
Applications or story problems are poorly designed. By and large, there is poor 
school achievement and poor math literacy. To prove her point, Dr. Ball posed a 
problem, which she asked attendees to discuss and solve. She noted that there 
are very significant patterns tied to groups of students. In general, girls and 
people of color do poorly in math. She indicated that 80% of contemporary 
careers depend on math but there is still an extreme lack of interest in math. 

The goals of the new reforms are to improve the way topics are taught; to 
develop better materials; to add new topics. Skill development and problem 
solving will be emphasized. Also, math achievement should be extended to 
other groups. 

Dr. Ball showed a video tape of one of her third grade classes to provide an 
image of what this new teaching looks like. 

In the discussion of the video tape that followed, several points were raised: the 
importance of getting the children to think; the time it took to arrive at the answer 
to the problem - did the children really get it; the personal resources teachers 
need to have, what they need to know to be able to do their jobs; community 
support and interest are needed to foster reforms; too little serious attention is 
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paid to teacher learning . 

The chair thanked Professor Ball for her presentation. 

Implications for Jewish Education 

3 

The chair called on Barry Holtz, CIJE consultant, to make the transition from 
what we have learned in the area of math education in Dr. Ball's presentation to 
Jewish education. Dr. Holtz said that the previous presentation is a model to 
help us think about Jewish education, and that Jewish education is also involved 
in a revolution in teaching and learning, most obviously in the classroom, but 
also in other settings where Jewish education takes place. Children have not 
been engaged enough in learning. He raised several questions: what would 
have to take place to affect Jewish education in a similar way to math; what 
kinds of institutional and programmatic activities are needed to encourage this 
kind of teaching. 

These points were raised in the discussion: what would it take to support change 
for better teacher training; a dialogue between the communal field and the 
education field to raise consciousness would be helpful; what drives the process 
of change in the classroom: parents, teachers, principals?; inquiry and 
engagement need to be encouraged. Everything cannot be accomplished at 
once so there needs to be priority setting and sharpening of what is most 
important. Curriculum materials are powerful tools for teacher education and 
ways to take advantage of them, and the type of materials produced, should be 
examined. It was suggested that each of the religious movements should be 
approached to inform them of CIJE's work in this area, to find common ground to 
work together. The need for professional development for teachers in a safe 
environment was stressed. Small steps should be taken to broaden the base of 
knowledgeable educators in order to build capacity. 

V. CIJE IN ACTION 
The chair noted that having spent the morning discussing the revolution in teaching and 
learning, the next segment of the day would be devoted to looking at ways in which 
CIJE is already engaged in building the profession of Jewish education. Gail Dorph, 
CIJE senior education officer, stressed the importance of leadership in making change, 
and the role of the leader who can understand and facilitate the work. 

A. Teacher Educator Institute (TEI) 
Gail introduced Joanne Barrington Lipshutz, Director of Education at The Temple 
in Atlanta since 1988, who was a participant in CIJE's TEI . Joanne described 
what she is looking for in a teacher: someone with Jewish knowledge who likes 
working with children. She stressed that teachers really need to know content 
and subject matter. She explained the concept of critical colleagues, who work 
together to solve problems and share ideas and information to help each other. 
Her colleagues at TEI, from across North America, have become her "critical 
colleagues" who provide each other with feedback and support. TEI has been a 
"transforming" experience for all the participants, and will have a continuous 
impact on their lives . 
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Harvard Principals Seminar 
Gail introduced Rabbi Samuel Levine, the Director of the Fuchs Bet Sefer 
Mizrachi in Cleveland, one of the fastest growing Orthodox schools in the United 
States, serving students in grades nursery through 12. Rabbi Levine was a 
member of the Cleveland team who participated in the Harvard Principals 
Seminar. He said that participants focused on the common destiny and Jewish 
continuity, which is bound up with Jewish education. The Seminar, which was 
taught by very high level educators, brought together diverse elements in the 
community and allowed for learning and sharing on safe terms. 

Best Practices in the JCCs 
Gail introduced Esther Leah Ritz, vice chairman of CIJE, past president of the 

Jewish Community Centers Association, a dedicated community leader 
nationally and locally, to discuss the recently issued "Best Practices in JCCs." 
Ms. Ritz noted that the Best Practices described the transformation of an 
institution and that the authors had found examples of good Jewish education, 
and knowledgeable, trained Jewish educators and an atmosphere where Jewish 
education can flourish in Jewish Community Centers. She called on Barry Holtz, 
a co-author of the volume, to talk about the findings. Barry, who with co-author 
Steven M. Cohen visited six sites, indicated the good relationship with the JCCA 
professional staff who offered their expertise to CIJE. 

He noted that they had a "conversionaryn experience in the course of their 
research. He said that some areas of Jewish education in JCCs are stronger 
than others, but that JCCs are great educational resources for the community. 
Allan Finkelstein, Executive Vice President of the JCCA, said that JCCs are one 
of the entry points into the Jewish community which feed people into other 
community organizations and suggested looking at education without institutional 
boundaries. 

The chair thanked the participants and presenters, noting that is very gratifying 
to hear these reports, because it makes CIJE's work come alive. 

VI. BUSINESS SESSION 
The chair announced the formation of an Audit Committee, chaired by Bennett 
Yanowitz, with members Matthew Maryles and Myron Strober. He called for a vote to 
approve CIJE's auditors, KPMG Peat Marwick LLP. A motion was made, seconded and 
adopted to approve the selection of auditors. 

VII. D'VAR TORAH 
The chair introduced Dr. Alfred Gottschalk, out-going President of HUC-JIR, who 
concluded the meeting with an inspirational D'var Torah . 
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the LORD smelled the sweet savour; and the LoRo said in his 

heart, I will not again curse the ground any more ror man's 

sake: ror the impulse o f man"s heart is evi l from his youth; 
neither w ill 1 again smite any more everything living. as I have 
done. W hile the earth remains. s eed t ime and harvest, and cold 

and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not 

cease. And Goo blessed Noal) and his sons, and said to them, Be 
fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth. And the fear o f 

you and the dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth, 

and upon every bird of the air, upon all that moves upon the 
earth , and upon all the fishes o f the sea; into your hand are they 

delivered. Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you : 

even as the green herb have I given you all things. But flesh with 

its life, which is its blood.' you shall not eat. And surely your 
blood of your lives will I require : a t the hand of every beast 

w ill I require it, and at the hand of man: at the hand of every 

man's brother will I requi re the life of man. Whoso sheds man's 
blood by man shall his blood be shed: for in the image o f Goo 

made he man. A nd as for you, be fruitful, :ind multiply; bring 
forth abundantly in the earth, and multiply in it. 

And the sons or Noab, that went ou t of the ark, w ere Shem, 
and !jam, and Yefet: and !jam is the father of Kena'an. These 

a re the three sons of Noal): and of them was the whole earth 

overspread. And Noab began to be a husbandman, and he plant­

ed a vineyard; and he drank of the wine, and was drunk : 

and he was uncovered within h is tent. And I-jam, the father of 
Kena'an saw the nakedness of h is father. and told his two 

brethren outside. And Shem and Yefet took the garment, and 
laid it upon both t heir shoulders. and went backward, and cov­

ered the nakedness of their father : and their faces were back· 
ward, and they saw no t thtir father's nakedness. And Noal) 
awoke from his wine. and knew w hat his younger son had done 
to him. And he said. Cursed be Kena'an; a servant of servants 

shall he be to his brethren. And he said. Blessed be the Lo1t0 
Goo of Shem; and Kena'an shall be his servant. Goo shall en­
large Yefet, and he shall dwell in t he tents of S hem: and Kena 'an 
shall be his servant. And Noab lived after the flood three hundred 
and fifty years. And all the days of Noal] were nine hundred 
and fifty years: and he d ied . 
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And they were bolh naked. 

the man and his wife. and they fell no shame. Now the serptnl 

was craftier than a ll the beasts o f the field which the LORD Goo 
had made. And he said to the woman. Has Goo said, You shall 

not e:n or any tree o r the garden? And the wom:111 said to the 
serpent, \Ve may cat or the fruit or the trees or the garden: but 
or the fruit or the tree which is in the midst or the g:irden. Goo 

has said. You shall not eat or it, neither shall you touch 1t. lest 
you die. And the serpent said to the woman. You shall not surely 
die. for Goo knows tha t on the day you eat or it. then }'Our 

eyes ;hall be opened. and you shall be as gods. knowing good 

and evil. And when the woman saw that the tree was good for 

food. and that it was a delight to the eyes. and a tree to be 
desired to make one wise. she took of its fruit. and did eat, and 

gave a lso to her husband with her: and he did eat. And the eyes 

of them both were opened. and they knew thal they were naked : 

and they sewed fig leaves together. and made t hemselves 
loincloths. And they heard the voice of the LORD Goo walking 
m the garden in the breeze of the day: and lhe man and his 

wife hid themselves from the presence or the LORD Goo· amongst 
the trees or the garden. And the LORD Goo called to the man. 
and said to him. Where art thou? And he sa,d. I heard thy voice 

in the garden. and I was afraid. because I was naked. and I hid 
myself. And he said , W ho told thee th:1t thou wast n:iked, Hast 

thou eaten or the tree. of which I commanded t~ee that thou 
shouldst not e:n? And the man said. The woma!) whom thou 

d ids t g ive to be w ith me. 'she gave me or the tree. and I did tat 

And the LORD Goo said to the woman. Wh:ll is this that tho•J 

hast done? And the woman said. The se~per.t beguiled me. and 
I d id eat. And the L ORD Goo said to the serpent. Because thou 
hast done this. thou a rt cursed above all cattle. and above every 

beast of the field: upon thy belly shalt thou go. and du$t shalt 
thou eat all the days of thy life : and I wiH put enm•ty between 

thee and the woman. and between thy see(! and her ~eed. 1: shall 
bru ise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel. Unto the 
woman he said. I will greatly multiptr the pain of thy child­

bearing: in sorrow thou shalt bring rorlh chi!cre:i: and yet 
thy desire sh:ill be to thy husband. and he shall rule over 

thee. And to the man he said, Because thou hast hearl<· 

ened to the voice of thy wife. and has: eaten oi the tree. of 

which I commanded thee, saying, Thou sh.1lt not eat of it: 

cursed is the ground for thy sake: in sorrow shalt thou eat of 
It all t he days o r thy life: thoms al~o and thistles shall il bring 

forth to thee : and thou shalt eat t he herb or the field: in the 

swea t o f thy race shalt thou eat bre::id, till thou return to the 
ground: for out of it was t thou taken: for dust thou art. and to 

dus t shalt thou return. And the man c:alled his wife's name 
ljavva: because she w as the mother of all hv1ng (ljay). For 

the man also and for his wife did the Lo110 Goo m:ikc co::its or 

skins, and clothed them. 
And the LORD Goo said. Behold, the man is become like one o r 

us, know ing good and evil: and now, what if he put forth his 

hand, and take a lso or the tree o r life. and eating. live for ever : 
therefore the LORD Goo sent h im out or lhe garden o r 'Eden. to 

t ill the g round from whence he was taken. So he drove out the 

man : a nd he placed the keruvim at the east of the garden of 
'£den, and the brigh t b lade of a revolving sword to g u::ird the 

way to the tree or life . 
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And the man knew ljavva his wife; 

and she conceived, and bore Qayin saying, I have acquired a 

manchild from the LORD And she again bore. his brother Hevel. 
And Hevel was a keeper of sheep, but Qayin was a tiller of the 

ground And in process of time it came to pass, th:ll Qayin 
brought or the fruit or the ground an offering to the LORD. And 

Hevel, he also brought or the firstlings of his nock and of the fat 

parts 'thereof. And the LORD had respect to Hevel and to his 

offering: but to Qayin and to his offering he had not respect. 
And Qayin was very angry. and his race fell. And the LORD said 

to Qayin. Why art thou angry? and why art thou crestfallen? 

If thou doest well, ~halt thou not be accepted? and if thou doest 
not well. sin crouches at the door. and to thee shall be his desire. 
Yet thou m:iyst rule over him. And Qayin t:ilked with Hevel his 

brother: and it came to pass. when they were in the field, that 
Qayin rose up against Hevel his brother, and s!e,, him. And the 

LORD said to Qayin, Where is Hevel thy brother, And he said, 

I know not: am I my brother's keeper? And he said. What hast 
thou done? the voice of thy brother's blood cries to me from 
the ground. And now cursed art thou from the earth, which has 

opened her mouth to receive thy brother·s blood from lhy hand; 

when thou tillest the ground. it shall not henceforth yield to 
thee her strength : a fugitive and a vagabond sh:ilt thou be on 
the e:irth. And Qayin said to the LORD. My punishment is gre.1ter 
than I can bear. Behold. thou hast driven me 01.t this day from 
the face or the earth; and from th~· race I shall be hid: and I 

shall be a fugitive and a vagabond in the earth: and it shall come 
to p:iss. that anyone lhat finds me shall slay me. And the LORD 
said to him. Therefore whoever s'tays Qayin. vengeance shall be 

taken on him sevenfvld. And the Lollt> set a mark upon Qayin. 
lest any find ing him should smite him. And Qayin went out 

from the presence of the LORD, and dwelt ,n the land of Nod. 
to the ust of ·Eden. And Qayln knew his wife. and she con· 

ceived. and bore ljanokh : and he built a ci:y and called the 

name of the city, after the name of his son. l:lanokh. And to 

tjanokh was born ·trad · and '!rad begot Me:uya'el: and Me­

biyya·e1 begot Metusha'el: and Metusha'el bego~ Lemekh. And 
Lemekh took to him two wives: the name of the one was 'Ada, 

and the name of the other in111. -And 'Adil bore Yav,11: he w;as 
the father of such :is dwell in tents, and of such as have c:ittle. 
And his brother's name w:is Yuval : he was the father or all such 

as handle the lyre :ind pipe. And ?,ill3. she also bore Tuv:il­
q:iyi:1, forger or e"ery sharp instrument in brass 3nd iron: and 
the sister of Tu\'al•q:iy,n ".is Na'.1ma And Lemekh said to his 
wi,·es. 'Ad:1 and ?,ill:1. Hear my voice : wives o~ Lemekh. he ark· 
en to my speech · for I have slain :i m:in ror wou,id,ng me. nnd :i 

young man for m>· hurt H Q:1yin sh:ill be :iveni;ed sevenfold, 
truly Lemekh seventy and sevenfold. And Ad:i:n (;\Ian) kne-.v his 

wife again: and she bore a son, and c:illed his name Shet: For 
Goo, said she, has 11ppointed me another seed instead of Hevel 

whom Qayin stew. And to Shct, to him abo there was born a 

son: a,id he c:illed his n:1me Enosh: then men beg:in 10 c:111 

upon the LORD by name . 

4 

2 

3 
4 

5 
6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

II 

12 

13 
1.; 

IS 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 
22 

23 

24 
25 

26 



• 

• 

• 

" ... Is my sin too great to bear?" (Gen 4: 13) The Holy One Blessed Be 

He said to him: "Have you repented? By your life, I will annul from you 

one decree," as it says: "And Cain went out from befor<? God and he 

dwelled in the land of Nod. "(Gen. 4: 16) As he wa~Jeaving, the first man 

met him. He said to him: "What happened in your case?" He said: 

"Had I not confessed, I would already have been lost from the world." 

At that moment, the first man said: "It is good to confess to God. "(Ps 

92:2) (Tanhuma Buber 10a) 

Noah found a vine which was expelled from and left the Garden of Eden 

and its clusters with it; he took from its fruit and he ate, and he desired 

them in his heart, and he planted from it a vineyard on the earth. (Piroe 

R. El. 23) 

The Holy One Blessed Be He said to Noah: "Noah, shouldn't you have 

learned from the first man, for it was wine alone which brought it about 

for him?"--in accordance with the one who said: "that tree of which the 

first man ate was a vine. "(b. San. 70a) 
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fNTRODUCTION 

Educators and supporters of education are often impatient with larger philosophical 

questions. Preoccupied with pressing problems that already require more than the limited time 

and energy they have available, it may well feel to them like a distraction to give thought to basic 

questions concerning the larger purposes that the educational process is meant to serve. This 

view, however, is mistaken. Attention to such questions is not a frill but an urgent imperative. 

There is little of more practical value than the possession o: an inspiring vision that can inform 

the educational process. This is the basic thesis that will be developed in this paper.1 

In their influential book TBE SHOPPING MALL HIGH SCHOOL, Arthur Powell et. al. 

develop a devastating critique of the American high school. At the heart of this critique is the 

suggestion that, as an institution, the high school has been suffering from what might be called "a 

failure of nerve". It has been singularly unable or un'hilling to declare for any particular 

conception of what the process of education should be fundamentally about, with the result that 

what happens is not shaped by any coherent set of organizing principles which will give the 

enterprise a sense of direction. In their own words: 

1Dlis paper has been influenced by ideas articulated over the last decade by Seymour 
Fox. Some were presented in his course on Jewish Educat100 at the Jerusalem Fellows' 
Program, as well as in various talks and papers within the framework of the Mandel Institute' s 
"Educated Jew" project. Others emerged in my deliberations with him and his associate, Daniel 
Marom. See, for example, Seymour Fox:. "The Educated Jew: A Guiding Principle for Jewish 

Education," (1991); Seymour Fox and Israel Scheffler: "Jewish Education and Jewish 
Continuity: Prospects and Limitations" (in press): and Daniel Marom: "Developing Visions for 
Education: Rationale, Content and Comments on Methodology·· (1994). These ideas will also 
appear in a forthcoming Mandel Institute book on alternative conceptions of Jewish education: 
"Visions of Leaming: Variant Conceptions of an Ideal Jew:ish Education" (forthcoming). 
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There is one last, unhappy reason that educators have not pointed to certain 

misdirections in the current crop of reforms: one cannot point to an incorrect 

direction without some sense of the correct one. But American school people 

have been singularly unable to think of an educational purpose they should not 

embrace ... Secondary educators have tried to solve the problem of competing 

purposes by accepting all of tbem, and by building an institution that would 

accommodate the result. 

Unfortunately, the flip side of the belief that all directions are correct is the belief 

that no direction is incorrect - which is a sort of intellectual bankruptcy. Those 

who work in secondary education have little sense of an agenda for studies. There 

is only a long list of subjects to be studied ... But there is no answer to the query, 

Why these and not others? Approaching things this way has made it easy to avoid 

arguments and decisions about purpose, both of which can be troublesome -­

especially in our divided and contentious society. 

Powell et. al. conclude: 

High schools are unlikely to make marked improvement ... until there is a much 

clearer sense of what is most important to teach and learn, and why, and how it 

can best be done. 2 

2Powell, A.G., Farrar, E., and Cohen D. K., THE SHOPPING MALL 1-ITGH SCHOOL, 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1985, pp. 305-306. 

2 
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The analysis of the high school found in T HE SHOPPING MALL HIGH SCHOOL 

applies very aptly to large numbers of Jewish educating institutions. Like the high schools 

described by Powell et. al., these institutions drift along, W1guided by any compelling sense of 

purpose.3 To the extent that there are guiding ideals, they tend to be so vague as to give very 

. 3 

little direction and to call forth little enthusiasm. What these slogan-like ideals do succeed in 

doing - and this is no mean achievement - is to give a multiplicity of individuals, representing 

very different beliefs, the illusion that "We are one!", that they can aH participate in the same 

social and educational community. But the price paid for the failure to affirm a larger purpose 

that goes beyond vague rhetoric is that the enterprise of educating is rendered significantly less 

effective than it might be if educational institutions were animated by powerful visions of the 

kinds human beings and/or community that need to be cultivated. 

As just suggested, by "vision" I am referring to an image or conception of the kind of 

human being and/or community that the educational process is to bring into being. "Visions" in 

this sense represent what might be called "existential visions" in that they identify what Jewish 

existence at its best in its social and/or individual dirnensio::is looks like. Existential visions are 

to be found not only implicit in the social life of Jewish communities throughout the ages but 

also in v.Titings of such diverse thinkers as Ahad Ha-Am, Martin B uber, Maimonides, Joseph B. 

Soloveitch.ik, and so on. Notice that an existential v1sion can be more or less filled-in: it might 

consist of a thick, ordered constellation of attitudes, skills: understandings, and dispositions; or it 

3For a lucid discussion of this point, sec Seymour Fox, "Towards a Genera.I Theory of 

Jewish Education," in David Sidorsky (Ed.), THE FUTURE OF IBE AMERICAN JEWISH 
COMMUNITY, Philadelph.ia: Jewish Publication Society, 1973, pp. 260-271. 
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might be limited to a particular attitude or way of approaching the world (and the skills and 

understandings that make this possible). There is no need to assume, thefi: that a vision is 

coextensive with a way oflife. 

4 

"Existential vision" in the sense just articulated is to be distinguished from an 

"institutional vision" - an image or conception of what an educational institution at its best 

should look like. When we spealc of an educating institution as "a caring community" or as "a 

community organized around serious study of basic texts", we are identifying an "institutional 

vision" that identifies the fundamental organizing principles of institutional life. Though having 

an institutiona:l vision is no doubt important, the worthwhiJeness of any institutional vision 

ultimately depends on its being anchored in an adequate existential vision. The reason for this is 

as simple as the old adage that "form follows function:" educational arrangements must be 

judged by their capacity to lead students towards those individual and social states of being -

those constellations of attitude, knowledge, skill, and disposition - that are the raison d'etre of the 

enterprise. An adequate institutional vision is one that shows promise of optimizing progress 

towards tbe existential vision that undergirds the entire ent2rprise.
4 

THE BENEFITS Of VISION 

Jewish education can be enriched by guiding existential visions (wruch I shall henceforth 

"Noteworthy in this connection is Fred Newmann's "Linking Restructuring to Authentic 
Student Achievement," Pffi DELTA KAPPA.~. February 1991, Volume 72, Nwnber 6: pp. 458-
463. Here Newmann argues that attempts to restructure educationaJ institutions without careful 
attention to the purposes that these institutions are intended to serve are seriously ill-conceived; 
for it is precisely these purposes that need to guide the direction of restructuring efforts. See 
especially p. 459. 
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simply refer to as "visions") in at least three ways. The first pertains to the special predicament 

of American Jews at the eod of the 20th century. The other two reflect general educational 

considerations that have a more universal application and do not assume this problematic 

predicament. 

There is a need to introduce contemporary Jews to powerful visions of Jewish 

existence. During many historical periods, day-to-day experience in the family and the 

community sufficed to acquaint children with and to initiate them into meaningful forms of 

Jewish existence that enabled them to navigate their way through the world as Jews. During 

such periods, formal educating institutions could content themselves with supplementing this 

powerful informal education by passing on to the young particular skills and bodies of 

knowledge; it was not necessary for these institutions to take on the responsibility of presenting 

and initiating the young into richly meaningful forms of Jewish existence. 

5 

But our own age is very different. It is an era in which the young are no longer reared in 

environments saturated with Jewish rhythms, beliefs, and customs; and one can no longer count 

on informal socialization to assure the young's emergence as adults with a strong understanding 

of themselves as Jews. Indeed, many of them grow up with scant understanding of things 

Jewish, and certainly with little sense of the ways in which a life organized around Jewishly 

grounded understandings, activities, and values can answer some of their most fundamental 

needs as human beings. For human beings raised under such circumstances, human beings who 

are surrounded with a variety of images of the good life emanating from a multitude of quarters, 

• remaining Jewish is no longer a destiny but a choice. And it is a choice the young are unlikely to 

make unless they meet up with spiritually, morally, and existentially compelling images of 



• 

• 

• 

6 

Jewish existence.5 It is a major job of educating institutions to put before the Jews of our 

generation these kinds of images. Not to do so. to continue instead with an ill-thought-out and 

superficial cliet of "this and that", is to reinforce the message that flows from other quarters -

namely, that there is little or no reason to look to the Jewish universe in our search for existential 

and spiritual meaning. 

To summarize: it is important for contemporary Jews to encounter powerful visions of a 

meaningful Jewish existence -- visions that in different ways address our basic needs for 

meaning, for a sense of place and time. Educational institutions have the potential to respond to 

this pressing social need by organizing themselves around such visions and offering their clients 

an in-depth opportunity to encounter and appreciate them. This said_, it needs to be added that 

organizing our educational efforts around compelling visions of the kinds of human beings we 

hope to cultivate also makes good educational sense on more general grounds. Two of these 

grounds are discussed below. 

To have a vision of the kind of person and/or community that is to be nartured 

through the ed ucational process is to have a powerful tool for making basic educa tional 

decisions. In Jewish as in general education, educational goals often have a kind of arbitrary 

character. In general education, we may laud "creativity''; in Jewish education, we may speak of 

the importance of "Love of Israel" or "Identification with the Jewish People~" but if one asks why 

these things are important, or even what they mean, it is apparent that they are often slogans 

without mu~h intellectual content or justificatory foundation. The moment, however, 

5The formulation of the Jewish community's predicament that is articulated in this and the 

preceding paragraph is indebted to A TIME TO ACT, pp. 25-30. 
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educational goals are grounded in a conception of the kind of Jewish human being one hopes to 

cultivate, the situation changes dramatically. When this conception is one that we strongly 

believe in, educational goals that flow from this ideal acquire a twofold power they rarely have. 

First, the desirability of achieving these goals is readily understood; second, when they are 

interpreted by the larger vision, they lose their character as "slogans" and acquire a determinate 

intellectual content. 

7 

An example may _help to illustrate these points. "Love oflsrael'' is on its face very vague 

as an educational goal: it is unclear what "Israel" refers to (Is it the land? Is it the State?); it is 

unclear by virrue of what Israel is worthy of our love; and it is unclear how such love is to be 

expressed. But this situation changes dramatically when "love of Israel" is understood as an 

element i11 a particular understanding of Judaism and of a meaningful Jewish existence. "Love of 

Israel" as interpreted by Martin Buber Y..ill no doubt be different from "Love oflsrael" as 

understood by Rosenzweig, Ahad Ha-Am, or Soloveitchik. Viewed through the lens of any of 

these outlooks, it will be clear why and in what sense Israel is to be loved, how such love is to be 

expressed, and what understandings, skiUs, attitudes, and behaviors are requisite for 

appropriately participating in such love. What a moment ago bad been an empty slogan now 

becomes an educational goal rich with intellectual, moral, and affective content -- the kind of 

goal that can give genuine direction to one's effort to educate. 

A related point is this. When the human characteristics identified by educational goals are 

ail anchored in a vision of the kind of person one hopes to educate, not only their relative 

importance but also their relationship to one another becomes readily apparent. Thus, for 

Professor Moshe Greenberg, Jove of learning Torah, "love of the fulfillment of the 
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commandments between man and God," "acceptance of the Torah as a guide in the area of 

interpersonal morality," and "a relationship to the Jewish people in all the lands of their 

clispersion" are all educational goals. But to have access to the vision that underlies these 

educational goals is to have the key that interprets each of them and explains how they are inter­

related; it is, specifically, to understand that the encounter with the text is the existential source 

of the desiderata identified by the other goals, the foundation out of which the understanding of 

and commitment to them emerges. 6 

8 

To have a powerful vision -'.)f the kind of person one hopes to nurture is, then, to have a 

rich source of well-articulated educational goals; and such goals, in turn, become a basis for 

educational decisions across a variety of areas. Consider, for exam pk, the problem of personnel. 

There is much talk concerning the need for high quality, well-truned educators. But what it 

means for an educator to be "high quality" and "well-trained" itself depends substantially on 

one's conception of the desired outcome of the educational process. The kinds of knowledge, 

commitments, attitudes, and skills the educator needs to have will differ depending on whether 

one is guided by Heschel's, or Maimonides', or Abad Ha-Am's vision of an appropriately 

educated Jewish human being. Thus, to commit oneself to a particular vision is to have a 

powerful tool in the selection of educational personnel, in the organization of in service 
\ 

education, in the activity of supervision, and so forth. > 

Analogous points can be made concerning curriculwn, admissions policies, and the 

6Moshe Greenbera "We Were as Those Who Dream: A Portrait of the Ideal Product of an o, 

Ideal Jewish education," unpublished manuscript, soon to be published by The Mandel Institute 

for the Advanced Study of Jewish Education. 

• 
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organization of the social environment In each case, to have a clear sense of what one hopes to 

achieve through the educationaJ process affords lay and professional educational leaders as well 

as front-line educators an extraordinarily powerful tool in educational deliberations. It is, 

incidentally, a corollary of this analysis that a guiding vision is not just a desideratum along with 

high quality personnel and cuniculum; rather, a guiding vision is indispensable in understanding 

what quality personnel and curricula are.7 

Having a guiding vision and a set of educational goals anchored in this vision 

facilitates serious educational evaluation. Evaluation in the most important sense is an attempt 

to judge whether an institution is succeeding in accomplishing its fundamental purposes; and 

evaluation in this sense is important because, properly done, it enables policy-makers and 

practitioners to revisit existing patterns of practice with an eye towards improvement But if it is 

to play this role, evaluation requires the identification of clear but meaningful educational goals: 

clearly defined but low-level goals, such as the ability to sight-read a page of Prayer book 

Hebrew, may be measurable and important but do not rise to the level of guiding educational 

purposes; one can be successful in attaining them without being successful in the larger sense -

that is, without succeeding in cultivating those qualities of mind and heart that arc at the center of 

the enterprise. On the other hand, goals like "Love of Text Study", which seem to point to basic 

educational priorities, are often too vague to permit meaningful evaluation of our efforts to 

;The discussion in this section will be misleading if it leaves the impression that 
educating institutions must choose from among a menu of predesignated visions ( each associated 
with a ''great thinker") the one that is appropriate for it Nothing could be further from the truth . 
What a menu of competing visions can offer a community, however, is an opportunity to clarify 
its own guiding vision through a process of struggling ...,vjth the perspectives and insights at work 
in a nwnber of very different views. 
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achieve them. \Vhat is needed are educational goals which are both clear enough to allow for 

real evaJuation but also meaningfully tied to the institution's raison d'etre, so that the answer to 

the question, "Why is it important for the students to be successful relative to this goal?'' could 

be readily answered to everyone's satisfaction. A guiding vision offers this critical mix of 

.specificity and existential power. 

10 

The evidence from general education. Thus far, I have offered three general reasons 

for thinking that being organized around powerful visions of a meaningful Jewish existence will 

greatly enhance efforts at Jewish education. As the aforenentioned references to the writings of 

Powell et al. and Newmann suggest, the proposed linkage between a sense of vision and 

educational effectiveness is not an idiosyncratic hypothesis, but reflects the considered view of 

some deeply thoughtful members of the educational community at large. There is also a measure 

of empirical support for this view which is worthy of attention. 

Consider, in particular, Smith and O'Day's study of reform efforts in general education. 

The authors begin by observing the depressing results of most such efforts. Though there have 

been a flurry of reforms, 

evaluations of the reforms indicate only minor changes in the typical school, 

either in the nature of classroom practices or in achievement outcomes. For the 

most part, the processes and content of instruction in the public school classrooms 

of today are little different from what they were in 1980 or 1970.8 

1M.S. Smith and J. O'Day, "Systemic School Reform." In S.H. Fuhrman and B. Malen 

(Eds.), THE POLITICS OF CURRICULUM A!'ID TESTING, p. 234. 
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Such findings do not, however, lead Smith and O'Day towards skepticism concerning the 

potential benefits of educational reform. The problem is not, they suggest, that educational 

refonn is incapable of making a difference in educational outcomes but that most reform efforts 

have failed to focus on the right kinds of variables. To understand what the right kinds of 

variables are, they further suggest, we need to look at what characterizes those educational 

institutions which, according to research, are effective. When Smith and O'Day turn to this 

research, they identify a number of variables: including "a fairly stable staff, made up of 

enthusiastic and caring teachers who have a mastery both of the subject matter of the curriculum 

and a of a variety of pedagogies for teaching it." But among the elements of effective schools 

that they cite, pride of place goes to what we have been calling vision. They write: 

Beyond - or perhaps underlying - these resources available to the student, the most 

effective schools maintain a schoolwide vision or :nission, and common 

instructional goals which tic the content, structure, and resources of the school 

together into an effective and unified whole (Coleman and Hoffer. 1987, Purkey 

aod Smith, 1983). The school mission provides the criteria and rationale fo r the 

selection of curriculum materials, the purposes and the nature of school-based 

professional development, and the interpretation and use of student assessment. 

The particulars of the vision will differ from school to school, depending on the 

local context ... However, if the school is to be successful in promoting active 

student involvement in learning, depth of understanding, and complex thinking -

major goals of the reform movement - its vision must focus on teaching and 
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learning rather than, for example, on control and discipline as in many schools 

today. In fact, the very need for special attention to control and discipline may be 

mitigated considerably by the promotion of successful and engaging learning 

experiences.9 

12 

In other words, as against those who argue for a focus on "practical matters" like higher salaries. 

better facilities, more in service education, Smith and O'Day defend the need for educating 

institutions and those who would reform them to step back and focus their energies on a question 

which sounds suspiciously philosophical: namely, what 1s our fundamental mission as an 

educating institution? What kind of a person possessed of what skills, dispositions, and attitudes 

should we be trying to nurture? To arrive at answers to such questions which will be compelling 

to the institution's key stake holders is to take a - perhaps the - decisive step forward on the road 

to institutional self-renewal. 

RESPONDING TO TWO OBJECTIONS 

In this section, two major objections to the position staked out above are addressed. One 

of them pertains to the feasibility of the proposal, and the other to its wisdom. 

Is it feasible? Among those who admit that to have a guiding vision can be invaluable 

for an educating institution, some will nonetheless urge that in our present social circumstances 

it is unrealistic to expect Jewish educating institutions to arrive at guiding visions that will at 

9Smith and O'Day, p. 235. 
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once be shared, clear enough to guide practice, and sufficiently compelling to elicit genuine 

enthusiasm. The problem is that the constituencies served by many congregations and free­

standing Jewish educating institutions are so diverse that it will be impossible to arrive at a 

shared vision that will be anything more than ''Motherhood" or "Apple Pie." That is, only vague 

slogans will have the power to unite the various sub-groups that make up typical Jewish 

educating institutions outside of the ultra-Orthodox community; and the attempt to forge a vision 

that goes beyond this will inevitably push to the margins some of these sub-groups. For a 

number of reasons, the leaders of many institutions are unwilling to undertake a course of action 

that will lead to this kind of marginalization and alienation. For example, loss of membership 

could have unacceptable economic consequences; and there is sometimes the fear that 

marginalized families who -withdraw may end up providing their children no Jewish education at 

all 

While it is hard to deny that this concern has some foundation in reality, it would also be 

a mistake to underestimate the progress that could be made by an institution willing to tackle the 

problem of vision in a thoughtful way that is sensitive to the views and anxieties of the 

membershlp. And while it may be true that any such process will probably be threatening to 

some groups, there are likely to be significant groups that will be relieved and excited finally to 

be wrestling in a serious way vtith questions concerning the nature and significance of Jewish 

existence -- especially if this effort shows prorruse of helping to revitalize the institution's 

educational program. More generally, it may be a mistake to let our fears concerning the 

• consequences of trying to work towards greater clarity of vision prematurely paralyze efforts to 

do so. 
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But while such considerations might lead to a somewhat less shrill formulation of the 

institutional difficulties and risks associated with a decision to tack.le the problem of vision, they 

do not suffice to dissolve this worrisome set of concerns. While carefully conceived efforts to 

work with existing institutions featuring diverse sub-groups need to be undertaken, it may in the 

end turn out that the extent of diversity represented in typical institutions will render it very 

difficult to arrive at powerful, shared visions that can guide the educational process. 

If this is true, and if we also acknowledge the critical need for quality education in our 

present circwnstances, perhaps we need to be thinking about radical structural alternatives to the 

way we have organized education in the American Jewish community. If it is unrealistic to think 

that an institution featuring a highly diverse population can go through a process that will lead it 

to crystallize a single vision that can guide its educational efforu, perhaps we have to begin 

thinking about creating an organizational universe in the Jewish community that will encow-age 

like-minded individuals to gravitate towards educational institutions that reflect their shared 

coovictioos. 

We might, for example, look to some of the voucher- or choice-plans that have been 

bandied about in recent discussions of general education. At present, membership in a 

congregation affords one the right to send one's children to that congregation's educational 

program -- a program that tries to be responsive to the diversity of the institution's constituency. 

Consider, however, a different possibility: suppose that membership in any congregation in a 

community would afford one the right to educate one's child in any of several educating 

• institutions found in the community, and that an effort was made to ensure that each of these 

institutions represented a distinctive ideological orientation. The effect of such a policy might 
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weU be to draw individuals with similar ideological orientations into the same educational 

environment, making it possible to organize education around a vision that could elicit the 

enthusiastic support of the population it serves. I don't claim that dissolving the currently strong 

tie between congregation and congregational school is unproblematic or necessarily wise; but I 

do want to suggest that if we are to create substantially more vision-informed Jewish educating 

institutions than are now to be found, we may well need to give serious consideration to routes 

which disrupt existing patterns. 

Is it wise? Consider, now, a second set of objections to the proposal that we organize 

Jewish education around compelling visions of a meaningful Jewish existence. The thrust of 

these objections is that even if we could do so, it would not necessarily be desirable . 

One variant of this objection views the effort to organize educational efforts around 

visions of the ideal product of a Jewish education as an assault on the autonomy of the student. 

According to this objection, a vision-guided institution. an institution organized down to its very 

details along the lines of a particular vision, is a kind of "total instirution" which does not offer 

the child an opportunity to taste and decide among alternative forms of a meaningful Jewish life. 

There is more than one way to respond to this objection. One of them takes issue with a 

tendency within a certain species of liberalism to resist passing on to the young any substantive 

ideas concerning the good life - except those values, attitudes. and dispositions that will enable 

the young to choose their own way of life and to be respectful of the liberty of others. As 

Richard Hare and others have argued, however, there need be no real contradiction between 

• initiating the young into a particular form of life and meaningfully equipping them with the tools 

for autonomous choice. Indeed, the former may be a condition of the latter. 
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This last point may be especially true in our own time. As intimated earlier, a serious 

autonomous choice between a well-developed form of Jewish existence and various alternatives 

implicit in everyday life in modern, or post-modem, Western culture may only be possible if 

children encounter and have a real opportunity to taste an approach to Jewish existence that is 

more than a miscellany of customs, vague sentiments, and slogans. But in our own situation it is 

unlikely that they will encounter such~ approach wtless educational institutions set themselves 

up to systematically embody one or another such vision of a meaningful Jewish existence. Given 

the world in wruch the students live, the result will not be indoctrination but genuine choice. 

This answer may not satisfy some species of liberals. In the name of the individual's 

autonomy, such individuals will argue that educational institutions must set themselves the 

challenge of equipping the young to choose from among a variety of competing images of a 

meaningful Jewish existence, rather than seeking to initiate them into any one of them. 

In principle, I believe there is nothing mong with this ideal as a guide to education. In 

practice, however, it is a difficult educational ideal to implement meaningfully - especially given 

the time- and resource-constraints that characterize Jewish education today. To undertake trus 

approach meaningfully it is insufficient for educator and students to stand above a mix of 

alternatives and to scrutinize them from afar; for under these circumstances each would remain 

superficially understood and appreciated. A meaningfu1 decision concerning a particular form of 

Jewish life requires a measure of appreciation "from the inside". Thus, an educational system 

organized around the principle that the young should make their own choices among different 

• forms of Jewish existence would need to offer serious opponunities for in-depth acquaintance, 

and even for a significant taste, of more than one of them. Since this is hard enough to 
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accomplish with even a single approach to Jewish existence, the odds are that the approach 

recommended would turn out to be superficial in its representation of the alternatives, such that 

the learners would not come away satisfied with any of them. 

Consider, now, a very different reason for thinking it unwise to organize education 
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around specific visions of a meaningful Jewish existence. According to this objection, when 

educators view their role as preparing the child for some future state of being, they tend not to do 

justice to the child's immediate needs, concerns, and interests; but it is precisely these needs, 

concerns, and interests that are the springboard to genuine education. The educational challenge, 

say these critics, is not to draw the child ever closer to a predesignated form of Jewish existence, 

• but to respond to the child's developmental and o~er needs in ways that further the child's Jewish 

growth. To respond to the child's needs and authentic concerns in a meaningful way in a Jewish 

setting, and to do so in ways that expand the child's Jewish W1derstandings and self­

understandings and that communicate to the child that Jewish tradition can address his or her 

needs in meaningful ways, is quite a sufficient challenge. 

• 

I am in many ways very sympathetic to the spirit of this objection, understood as a 

critique of an approach to education that bypasses the living concerns and questions of children 

in order to prepare them to become certain kinds of adults. But in no way do I view the positive 

view that informs this objection as incompatible with the position I have staked out. Among 

other things, a vision of what Judaism is and a conception of where one hopes the student will be 

at the end of the educational process need not be used to suppress the child's needs but to 
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interpret them and to suggest ways of responding to them. 10 There is not in the end an 

irreducible incompatibility between having a guiding vision and responding authentically to the 

learner's living concerns. 

CONCLUSION 

It is no secret that the widespread interest and financial support that Jewish education has 

recently enjoyed have their origins in anxiety concerning Jewish continuity. If education is to 

impact positively on this troubling problem, it will be because it has led its clientele to a vivid 

appreciation of the ways in which Judaism and Jewish life offer rich opportunities for spiritual, 

social, and intellectual growth. But if education is to succeed in this effort, it must go beyond a 

parve offering of skills, information or even ''positive experiences". It is imperative that 

educating institutions courageously move beyond this kind of vague neutrality and declare 

themselves for particular visions of a meaningful Jewish existence, which they will use as a basis 

for organizing the educational experience of the young. Only if and when educating institutions 

offer students, both young and old, entree into forms of Jewish existence that they wi11 recognize 

to be existentially, intellectually, and spiritually meaningful, will education be responsive to our 

present predicament. It goes without saying that when educating institutions organize 

10See in this connection Dewey's THE CHILD AND THE CURRJCULUM, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1956. Here Dewey discusses the ways in which an in-depth 
understanding of the existing adult civilization ought - and ought not - to inform the process of 
education. Dewey decidedly rejects the notion that one should think of education as a step by 
step process of transmitting, piece by piece elements of this aduJt civilization. Rather, he 
recommends that educators use their understanding of this civilization as a lens through which to 
interpret the capacities, skills, and interests of the child, and to suggest ways in which these 
characteristics can be built upon and directed. 
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themselves around such visions, they will also become educationally more serious and thoughtful 

learning environments. 

In closing, it must be stressed that a belief in the importance of vision does not entail any 

particular approach to the development of vision. On this matter there are many different views. 

There are some who may believe that such a process begins with, or at some stage requires, an 

activity called "visioning". Thcre are others who believe that explicit attempts to formulate a 

guiding vision should not come until after there have been extensive small-scale problem­

solving efforts that engage varied stake holders in new ways and effectively transform the 

institution's culture.11 Still others might feel that progress towards vision is best assured not by 

some publicly announced effort in this direction but by approaching in the right spirit the 

challenges that arise in the institution's day to day life. And, as noted above, there will be others 

who urge that the amount of diversity found in many typical institutions is so substantial that it 

will be impossible to arrive at a vision that will simultaneously be shared and inspiring, and that 

therefore the attempt to nurture the growth of vision-guided institutions must focus on strategies 

that will encourage new kinds of institutions to come into being. Which, if any, of these views is 

meritorious, in general or in particular social contexts, is a matter of great educational 

importance. Attention to this matter must be a principal focus of our energies if we are, in John 

Dewey's phrase, to find our way out of educational confusion . 

11See, in this connection, Michael Fullan: CHANGE FORCES, New York: Falmer Press, 
1993, pp. 67-68. 



T h e Bf ST 
:· P R A; C T I C E S 

.J> JtOJ E CT 
I-.., Jewisli; Educut ion 
~ I I •' !;. ' .',' . ' •. . ' 

~EWISH 
EDUCATION 
IN JCCs 
Steven M. Cohen 
Barry W. Holtz 

CIIE 
Council 

~~~liatives 
in Jewish 
Education 



The Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education (CIJE) 

Created in 1990 by tJ1e Commission o n Jewish Education in North America, 

CIJ E is a n independent, non-profit o rganization dedicated to the revitalization 

of Jewish education. Cl) E's mission, in its projects and researd1, is to be a 

catalyst for systemic educationa l reform by working in partnership with Jewish 

commun ities and organizations to build tJ1e profession of Jewish education 

and mo b ilize community support for Jewish education. 

Jewish Community Centers Association of North America (JCCA) 

Formerly known as JWB, JCCA is the leadership network of, and central agency 

fo r, 275 Jewish Community Centers, YM-YWHAs and camps in the United 

States and Canada, which annually serve more than one million mernbers. 

The Association offers a wide range of services and resources to enable its 

affi liates to provide the educational, cultural and recreational programs and 

activities necessary Ito enhance the lives of North American Jewry. 

This publication is pan of tJ1e CIJE Best Practices Project in Jewish Education. 

The research for this volume was jointly commissioned by CIJE and JCCA. 

Barry W. Holtz, Project Director 

Other volumes curremly avai lable in the series: 

Best Practices: Supple111e11tary1 Sclwol Ed11catio11 

Best Practices: Early Clrildllood Jewish Education 

Design: Elizabeth A. Sheehan 



i:,r,· 

~/ 1•11c B E S T .... _________ _ 
?~.'P 'ft:l CJ lC;fS , . -< ~ 
, ,,.., • . , • - , __ •· . I •• , 

f.:t.. P ;ltOJ E:CT · <.,! 
/{ i-~ j~\~isli .Education ; 
f .. · :• .- . • '. . . • .·,. .• . .-·,: >l: 

~EWISH 
--~=- EDUCATION 

IN JCCs 
Steven M. Cohen 
Barry W. Holtz 

CIJ E Council 

~~;tiatives 
in Jewish 
Education 



Copyright e 1996 by the Council fo r Initiatives in Jewish Educarion 

15 East 26th Street, New York, NY 10019. 

AJI rights reserved. 

Sponsors: 

Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education 

and 

The Jewish Community Centers Association 



T AB LE or CONTENTS 
JEWISH EDUCATION IN JCCs 

Introduction 
Jewish Education in JCCs ........................ ..................... ......... .......................................................... ......... 1 

The Best Practices Project .......................................................................................................................... 4 

Main Purpos(!s and Intended Audience ................................................................................................... 4 

Met.hod ....................................... .............. .......................................... ... ......................... .......................... 6 

Historical Background: the JCCs' Growing 
Comn1itment to Jewish Education ............ ........................................................ ............. .......................... 7 

Notes for Introduction ................................. .......................................................... ................................... 9 

Personnel 
Committed and Knowledgeable People ........................................... ........................................ ............. 11 

The Executive Director ...................................................................... .................... ................................... 11 

The Board ...................... ....................................................... ...................................................... .. ........... 14 

The Jewish Educator. ........................................................................... ..... ...................... ......................... 16 

Staff Development: Deepening Knowledge, 
Comfort, and Commitment ................................................. ........................................ .......................... 19 

Program 
Early Childhood Education .................................................................................................................... 22 

Summer Camps - Day and Overnight.. ......................................... ....................................... .. ............ 24 

Teen Programs ................................................................................... ..................................................... 25 

Adult Education and Jewish Culture ...... ................. .................... ..................................... ...................... 26 

Senior Adults ..... .................................................... .............................. ........... ............ .. ........................... 30 

Ambiance ............................................................. ............................................... .................................... .30 

An Educational Philosophy 
For the JCC Movement 

Points of Consensus and Unresolved Questions .............. ...................................... ..... .............. ........... 33 

Judaism Can Be Enjoyable ......... ......... ................................. ...................... .................... ......................... 33 

Introductory Judaism for the Ma ny, 
Advanced Judaism for the Few .................. ....... ................................................ ...................................... 33 

The JCC as Gateway ............................................... ............... ............ .. .................................................... 34 



TABL E O F CON T EN TS 
JEWISH EDUCATION IN JCCs 

The New Jewish Neighborhood ... .................... .............. .......... .................................... ... .. ...... ............... 34 

Complementarity of the Center and the Synagogue .............................. ........ .... ............. .................... .34 

Israel as a Special JCC Opportunity ..... ...... .. .... .... ....... ............. .............. .. .................... ..... ..................... 36 

Intervention and Confrontation ...... .... ................. .. .. ...... ................... ............. ........ .. ... ..... ........... .......... 37 

Religiou s Educatjon in JCCs? ............. .. ........ .... ..... ......... .................... ............. ............. ..... ..................... 38 

Conditio ns Conducive to Success .... .... .......... .. .. ............................................. .................. ..................... 39 

Concluslo11s 
Significant Achievemen ts, But Major 
Challenges Remain ... . . .. .... . .. .. . .. . . .... .. .. ... .. ... .. . .... . .... ... . ... ..... ...................... .... .. ..... ..... .... .. . 43 

From Programs to Strategy ........... ........ . ................ ... ........... ....................... ...... ......... ... ... .. 44 

No tes ....... .. .......... ... .... ....................................... ..................................... .. .. .. . .. .. . ..... .. .. .. 46 

Works Cited ........... .... . ... ............. . .... . .. ..................................................... . .. .. . .. .. .. . .... ... . .. 47 

Acknowledgtnents ......... .............................................. ........ ..... .......................... .... .. ............. .. .......... ...... 48 

About the Authors .... .. .. ........ .. ........................ ................................. ......................... .. ......... .. .................. 49 

II 



I N TRODU CT I ON 
JEWISH EDUCATION IN JCCs 

Iii very year across North America lens of thousands of Jews walk through Lhe doors of Jewish 

l!J Community Centers. They come to swim in the pool, to work out in the health club, to 

drop tJ1eir ch ildren off at the clay care center, 10 chat with their friends-and today in ever-increas­

ing numbers they come to do other things as well: They come to view an exh ibit of Israeli an , to 

attend the Jewish book fair, Lo eat at the kosher cafe, and even, perhaps mosl surprisi ngly, to 

study some Torah. 

The Jewish Community Center of today is a com plex and multifaceted institution. It weaves 

LOgether a variety of act ivities and auempls to address an agenda suited to the needs and concerns 

of tJ1e ti mes. The JCC in recent years has retJ1ought its commitment to its educatio nal mission and 

in many ways it has reinvented itself in tJ1e light of the contemporary situatio n of Jews in a chang­

ing world. No longer satisfied with actuaJizing only its social and recreaLional mission, the )CC 

views itself as pan o f a bigger picture, part of the core of ed11c,11i11g institutions within the Jewish 

community in North America. 

There are 275 JCCs throughout the continent, serving an estimated one million members. As 

a potential resource for Jewish education, the Center has at hand a wide range of departments, 

programs, and personnel. In recent years, as we describe below, Centers have moved in a decisive 

fashion to upgrade the quality and quanti ty of their Jewish educational offerings. There have been 

significant and dramatic initiatives undertaken to bring new personnel for Jewish educalion on 

board and to improve the Jewish knowledge and skills of the people who have been long in the 

field. At least 65 Jewish educaLOrs have been added since the early 1980s; over 90 percent 

of Center executives have gone through Jewish training and learning programs, both in North 

America and in Israel. 

We have reached an appropriate time to look at Jewish education in the )CCs, to take s tock 

of their accomplishments and re0ect upon what needs to be improved. I low do Jewish Comm­

unity Centers engage in Jewish education? Whal are the signs of an educationally effective JCC, 

and wha t are the key ingredients in good Jewish education in JCCs? 

These central questions are raised at a time when the organized Jewish community, more 

concerned about its creatjve survival than ever before, has placed renewed emphasis upon Jewish 

educati on in its many forms. In fact, this investigation comes several years after the Center move­

ment has inaugurated a significant move toward increased emphasis on Jewish ed ucatio n. The ini-
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tial steps in this direction began in the 1970s. (Th is is not to ignore the several distinguished- but 

largely unheeded-voices within the Center movement that had ca lled for heightened commit­

ment to Jewish education decades earlier.) In the early 1970s some JGC camps began to increase 

significantly their Jewish content, and throughout the decade a small number of Centers hired 

directors who would later emerge as well-known advocates of a Jewish educational agenda in their 

individual Centers. 

Then in the early 1980s the Commission on Maximizing Jewish Educational Effectiveness in 

the JCCs (COMJEE I) sparked a significant across-the-board sucge in investment in Jewish education 

and culture. Surveys of JCCs conducted in the 1980s and 1990s documented a large and growing 

amount of Jewish educational programming across North America. 1 Moreover, this movement has 

sponsored a wide variety of in-service staff development programs designed to enha nce both Jewish 

com mit ment and competence among executive d irectors, line workers, and everyone in between. 

Notably, since COMJEE I, well over 2,000 Center professionals have participated in Israel Educa­

tional Seminars sponsored by the Jewish Community Association of North America (JCCA). Veteran 

professional leaders in the Center movement are deeply impressed with what :hey see as a f unda­

mental transformation in the mission and standard operation of the JCCs. 

Now, after about two decades of a growing commitment to Jewish education, we find through­

out the continent many examples of outstanding Jewish. education in JCCs. They point the way for 

Centers that may still be in the early stages of transformation. This study reports o n our efforts to 

locate, understand, and interpret the most notable practices in Jewish education now taking place 

in the Center movement. 

As two researchers whose professional and person.al lives have been close to the practice and 

study of Jewish educatio n in conventional settings, we came to this study with a degree of skepti­

cism. We wondered whether serious Jewish education was taking place anywhere in the Center 

movement. We questioned whether it was even possible for a )CC to engage in effective Jewish 

educati on. Several considerations underlay our initia l skepticism. 

As champio ns of Jewish education in the Center movement readily concede, JCCs face a 

daunting number of obstacles if they are to be taken seriously as "players" in the world of Jewish 

education in North America . At its heart, the JGC is a market-driven, service-o riented agency, best 

known for its preschools, camps, and physical education faci lities. For decades, Jews have come to 

Centers fo r specific services that are on ly tangentially related to Jewish education as it has been tra­

ditiona lly understood. Jewish education in the JCC context is not a money-maker, at least in the 

iJ 
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short term. (As we shall see, advocates of Jewish education in the JCCs argue that Jewish educatio n 

is essential for the institutional well-being of Centers in the long term.) 

Moreover, putting matters most simply, Centers are neither synagogues nor sd1ools, two insti­

tutions that have been in the business of Jewish education for centuries. Jews do not come to Cent­

ers to pray; they do not celebrate their most momentous life cycle events in the Center context; 

and (for better and worse) they do not expect to be confronted with a particular religious ideology 

there. Centers cannot expect to engage the ir clientele Jewishly in the same fashion as do synagogues 

and schools; nor, in fact, do they seek to do so. 

Our skepticism was further fueled by our initial impressions of the Center professio nals. At 

),east until recentJy, JCC staff have historically been selected for their group-work skills rath er than 

their proficiency in or dedication to Judaism. For the most part, they have not been very well edu­

cated Judaically (although, as we report below, this has been changing). In addition, it could be 

a rgued that soc ial worke rs (who dominate JCC professional staffs) are incl ined to accept the 

validity of their clients' values and beliefs. In con trast, educators-especially religious educators­

see themselves in the business of challenging, if not changing, fundamental va lues and beliefs. 

On a certain level the social work ethos and the education ethos are in tension, al tho ugh that 

tension may be resolvable or even fruitful. 

Yet in the course o f conducting this study, our own views began to d1ange. Notwithstanding 

the o bstacles mentioned above and our initial reservations, we did in fact di scover numerous 

examples of good Jewish ed ucation taking place within the confines of Jewish Community Cent­

e rs throughout NortJ1 America. JCCs, we came to believe, can be effective instruments o f some 

fo rms of Jewish educatio n. Without looking very hard, we foun d severa l examples of what may 

be called "best practices" in Jewish educatio n in JCCs. 
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D n describing its "blueprint fo r the future," A Time to Act, the repo rt of the Commissio n o n 

Jewish Educatio n in North America, ca lled fo r the creatio lll o f "an inventory of best educa­

tio na l practices in N orth America. "2 Accord ingly, the Best Practices Project of the Council fo r Ini­

tiatives in Jewish Educatio n (CIJE) documents exemplary models of Jewish educatio n , Up to this 

po in t, the Project has publ ished volumes in two a reas: the suppl ementary school, and early ch ild­

hood Jewish education progra ms. This volume on Jewish educa tio n in Jewish Co mmuni ty Cent­

ers, then, is the third in the series. 

What do we mean by "best practice"? O ne recent book about this concept in the world of edu-

catio n states that it is a phrase borrowed 

from the professions of medicine and law, where "good practice" or "best practice" are everyday 

phrases used to describe solid, reputable, state-of-the-art work in a field. If a doctor, for exam­

ple, does not fo llow contemporary standards and a case turns out badly, peers :nay criticize his 

decisions and treatments by saying something like, "that was simply not best pr.actice." 3 

We need to be cautio us about what we mean by the word "best" in the 1erm "best practice." 

The literature in education points out that seeking perfection will be of little use as we try Lo im­

prove actual work in the field. In an enterprise as complex and multifaceted as educatio n, these 

writers a rgue, we should be: looking to discover "good," not ideal, practice.4 'Good" educatio na l 

practice is what we seek to identify for Jewish education, models of the best twnilable practice in 

a ny given domain. In some cases best available practice will come very close to "best imaginable 

pract ice"; at o ther tim es the gap between the best we currently have and the best we think we 

could attai n may be fa r greater. 

We also need to thin k carefully about the second word in the phrase "best practice," As we 

cond ucted o ur investigatio n, we ca me to learn tha t wllac is best abo u t JCC Jewish educatio n 

canno t be reduced to a specific program or procedure. Rather, educatio na lly e ffective JCCs have 

developed an ethos, a set of p rincipl es that pervad e entire o rga nizations. These principles consti­

tute a n overall approach to Jewish educatio n that, when it works, in fo rms the decisions and fu nc­

tioning of professio nal s taff and lay leaders. In sho rt, for purposes of this report, best practice 

em braces no t o nly best programs (or procedures), but also best philosop hy and best principles. 

Main Purposes and 
Intended Audience 

In describ ing areas of Jewish educa tio nal excelle nce, this s tudy seeks to understand w hat goes 

into making a n educa tio nally successful Center. Earlier stud ies 5 have pointed to the director, the 
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board, the Jewish educator, the staff, the institutional e nvironment, and other clements o f success 

in JCC Jewish education. What we have tried to do in this volume is to fill in the pomait, add 

color a nd nuance to the description, and help the ret1der imagine the way that successful JCCs 

operate in their seltings. 

O ur concern here is with the JCC as a Jewish educational institution, t1nd it is only in this 

real m that we sought to document best practices. We define the concept of "Jewish educatio n" 

quite broadly. Education includes schoolrooms and classes, to be sure; but education takes place 

in many different ways-in the gym, in the art gallery, in early childhood and family programs, 

as well as by way of the very ambiance of an institution, the decorations on its walls and the 

music in its corridors. 

The nolion that education is broad-based and multidimensional, that it goes beyond formal 

schooling, is an idea explored in depth by Lawrence Cremin, the great historian of American edu­

cation. Cremin's definition of education includes "the multiplicity of individuals and institutions 

that edu cate-parents, peers, sibl ings, and friends, as well as families, churches, synagogues, 

libraries, museums, summer camps, benevolent societies, agricultural fairs, settlement houses." 6 

Perhaps no institution in Jewish life today renects the notion of an "ecology"7 of d iverse 

educational opportunities better than does the JCC. And there are few institutions that have so 

much potential to educate. 

As should be obvious by this point, we hope that our study will promote better practice in 

this important area o f Jewish educa tion. Ideally, JCCs that are currently less advanced in this do­

main will be inspired to change their practice and advance their commitment to Jewish education. 

We believe that this report will be useful to JCC board members, executive directors, depart­

ment heads, Jewish educationa l personnel, and all those who work professionally for their JCCs. If 

this document truly succeeds, it will help provoke renewed and deeper thinking o n the part o f 

even the most expert and thoughtful practitioners and policy-makers in the Center movement. 

This report is also directed to policy-makers, Jewish educators, and others outside the Center 

movemen t who may be unaware of the significant recent developments in )CC Jewish education. 

The JCC movement has effected enormous changes in the ways that Centers view their role as 

Jewish educatio nal institutions. As we have come to learn through the course of our research, JCCs 

ought Lo be taken more seriously as a locus of Jewish education. 
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M ethod 

We began our research by consulting with several experts and reading the literature published in 

recent years about this topic. On that basis, we chose a ha lf dozen )CCs that are reputed to be 

among the outstanding Jewish educational Centers in the field. We sought diversity with respect to 

several characteristics: geography, size of community and Center, structure (i.e., a metropol ita n 

system as well as local units), and personne l (i.e., s tatus of Jewish educator). O ur six sites were: 

The Jewish Community Centers of Chicago 

The JCC on the Palisades, Tenafly, New Jersey 

The Memphis JCC 

The Jewish Community Centers Association of St. Louis 

The JCC of the Greater St. Paul Area 

The YM & YWHA of Suffolk, Commack, New York (Long Island) 

We wish to underscore that these six particular Centers are not the only examples of best prac­

tice in this arena. We chose them because they constitute a sample of the best Centers and because 

they are diverse along the lines stated above. We specifically excluded some Centers with a desetved 

reputation for excellence, in part because they are so unusual o r so well-endowed with institutio nal 

resources that other Centers might regard them as sui generis. 

Beyond the six sites chosen for in-depth investigation, we also selected a group of stand-alone 

programs operating within o ther Jewish Community Centers. These specific programs are among 

many around the continent that offer examples of excelle nce in particular domains of JCC activity. 

The mode of work in this study was qual itative, but the study is not"ethnographic" in the way 

that term is conventionally used in social research.8 True ethnographies demand a lengthy period 

of panicipant obsetvation in which the researcher becomes a virtual member of the society or insti­

tution that is being investigated. Such a study of a JCC would be extremely useful, but our time and 

resource limitations did not permit it. O ur goal was to learn as much as we could from insiders 

about how these particular JCCs d id their educational work. 

After selecting the six sites, we requested from each a host of documentation including cata­

logues, reports, minutes of board meetings, and publicity materials. 

The two of us conducted our fi rst site visit (at the JCC on the Palisades) jointly to learn how 

we might carry on the intetviews and to a llow for mutual self-reflection. Another researcher, Ju lie 

Tammivaara, then joined Steven Cohen in the visit to Suffolk; afterwards, Tammivaara visited Mem-
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phis, Holtz went to St. Louis, and Cohen visited Chicago and St. Paul. Both Holtz and Cohen inter­

viewed significant figures from the Centers with stand-alone programs; in addition Ruth Pinkenson 

Feldman researched an early childhood department at yet another Center. 

In each Center we asked the director to arrange interviews with the Jewish educator, assistant 

d irectors, department heads, o ther staff, and board members. In a ll instances we met with the 

Jewish educator and the preschool d irector. We also met with lay leaders o f the agencies, most 

typically with current or past presidents and o ther senior officers. Last, we viewed programs in 

progress, and as we walked through the Centers, we closely examined the building, looking for vis­

ible evidence of Jewish education in action. In designing our visits, we gave the executive d irector a 

considerable amount of flexibility in choosing those aspects of his or her Center that were deemed 

most outstanding. 

We spent from o ne to three days in each Center and prepared separate reports on each of our 

visits. People spoke to us in confidence, and for that reason, t.hroughout this report we provide few 

specific names. 

Historical Background: The JCCS' Growing 
Commitment to Jewish Education 

The Jewish Community Center movement has had a long and complex relationship to the question 

of its ro le as an educating institulion. Originally created as social and intellectual meeting places for 

Jews in the mid-nineteenth century, Centers came to play an important role in the integration of the 

huge waves of immigrants that came to American shores in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries.' In time, Centers moved out to the suburbs-often in beautifu l n ew facilities­

following the migra lion of their upwardly and outwardly mobile conslituents. 

The question of a speci fically Jewish missio n for the JCC has been debated throughout the 

history of the Center movement. Even in the earl iest days of Centers, well-known personalities 

such as Louis Marsha ll. Mordecai Kaplan, and I lorace Kallen urged the Centers to adopt a mo re 

central Jewish focus. However, as Oscar Janowsky, in his groundbreaking survey of JCCs published 

in 1948, pointed out, "practice fell short of precept in this regard." 10 In describing seulements 

{precursors of the modem JCC) during the early part of the century, he wrote, "when allowances 

are made for ... necessary co ncessions, and fo r lip-service to the positive views of Isome!, the 

Jewish settlements re m ained througho ut this pe riod lu kewarm, if not hos t il e to Jewish 

emphasis." 11 I le quotes an observer from as early as 1916 who concluded that settlements were 

still emphasizing the no nsectarian rather than the Jewish aspects of their m ission. Janowsky adds, 
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"The experience of the present Survey would lead one to bel ieve that this was an understatement, 

and as a n unders tateme nt it descri b es adeq ua te ly the present s itua tion in most Jewish 

settl eme nts." 12 Ja nowsky states, "In the ma in, wh ile there has been great e mphasis upon the 

Jewish center as a unifying agency, the cleavage of previous decades has remained: some have 

e nvisaged a dist inctively Jewish purpose for the Jewish center, while othe rs have leaned toward 

non-secta rianism." 13 

In the yea rs fo llowing the Janowsky report, many of the s<1me tensions about the issue of 

the Center's Jewish mission remained. But as Jews became more at ho me in America-both more 

integrated a nd mo re assimilated-the Center began to reevaluate its role a nd purpose. As was 

no ted earlier, this process culminated in the JWB's Commission on Maximizing Jewish Educa­

tio na l Effectiveness of Jewish Community Centers (COMJEE), which began deliberations in 1982 

and published its report in 1984. The report clearly and directly argued for the centrality of Jewish 

education to the mission of JCCs and asserted the unique role that Centers can play in lifelong 

Jewish learning. 

A small number of Jewish Community Centers had placed Jewish education on their agenda 

several years before the COM/EE report. ( In fact, informants at most of our six sites claimed Lhat 

they had done so in the 1970s.) Certainly, the Commission's work galvanized the Center movement 

and represented a dramatic shift in the priorities and mission of Jewish Community Centers across 

No rth America. Despite earlier efforts lO improve the Jewish educational mission of Centers, "what 

we are now witnessing is d ifferent in depth and intensity than anything that has preceded it. More 

resources, effort, suppo rt and passion have been injected into the Jewish focus of Centers than ever 

before." 14 Recent research has documented the expansion of Jewish educational programs in the 

Centers, consistent w ith the COMJEE recommendatio ns. 15 

The potential ro le of JCCs as places for Jewish educatio n was given further impetus by the 

new concerns in the Jewish community at large about intermarriage, assimilation, and the future 

of the Jews as a viable a nd dynamic community in North America. The 1990 National Jewish Pop­

ulation Survey 16 a nd the report of the Commiss io n on Jewish Educa tio n in North America 17 

raised serious questions and cha llenges abou t Jewish education a nd Jewish continuity. 

In May 1995 the JCCA released a fo ll ow-up repo rt to the o rigi nal COMJEE. This second 

effort, COM/EE II: Tlie Tas/i Poree 011 Reinforcing rlre Effecti11e11ess oflewisli l:dt1cation in JCCs, delineat­

ed specific recommendations to he lp move the educational mission o f JCCs fo rward. In an intro­

ductory section of this report, e ntitled "Maximizing Jewish Educatio nal Potential, " COMJEE II o ut­

lined a set of o utcomes for a Center that "seeks to reach its potential as an institution of creative 
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Jewish conlinuity," incJuding items such as "have an ambiance that is warm, embracing and visibly 

Jewish," "make budgeta1y provision for Jewish educational experimentation and innovation," and 

engage "Jewish educators as part of its s taff. " 

These e ighteen paragraphs of descriptive outcomes helped form a set of criteria for our re­

search in evaluating best practice in JCCs. In essence, the description of the Jewish ly effective ICC 

boi ls down to three words starting with the let.ter "P": Personne l, Program, and Philosophy. The 

rest of this report will examine each in tum. 
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Committed and 
Knowledgeable People 

Jewish educational excellence begins with com­

mitted lay and professional leadership, coupled 
with a Judaically knowledgeable staff. The key 
compon ents here (in re lative order of impor­
tance) are: 

- the executive direc tor 

- the board 

- the professional Jewish educator 

- the staff, particul arly those who serve 

in explicitly educational capacities 

The Executive Director 

The literature on effective schools tends to 
agree o n a t least o ne point-that an 
essemial ingredient of good schools is 

strong, consistent, and inspired leader­
ship. The tone and culture of schools is 
said to be defined by the vision and pur­
poseful action of the principal. 18 

As researchers have found in education, in busi­

ness, and in governmem, th e role of the top pro­

fess io nal is central in making any system work 

well. In Jewish Community Centers, the executive 

director is clearly the key player in creating a 

best practice site for Jewish education. 

The executives we studied were imbued with 

the importance of the Jewish mission of their 
Center and of Centers in general. In some cases 

these directors have been well-known for years as 

advocates- sometimes in print- for the Jewish 

missio n of Jewish Community Centers. They have 

a vision about what tl1ey want to accomplish and 

can articulate that vision to thei r staff and their 

members. In some cases the executive has a well-

PE R SONNEL 
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worked-out theory- one might even say a philos­

ophy-for Jewish education in the JCC. In other 

cases the executive director works instinctively 

and relies on th e wisdom of other staff members, 

most importantly the Jewish educator, to provide 

the theo ry. But without a firm belief in the Jewish 

educational mission of JCCs on the p art of the 

executive, it is unlikely that anything significant 

in Jewish education could happen in a Center, no 

matter what other factors were in place-even a 

committed lay leadersh ip and staff. 

Most broadly, the executive has primary 

responsibility for projecling a Jewish educalional 

vis ion and commitment thal permeate the 

agency. More specifically, we can identify four 

key responsibilities: 

I. Bolster the board's commitment to the 

Center's Jewish educational mission. 

2. Advocate for the creation of the Jewish 

educator position, and extend personal and 

concrete support to the educator once he or she 

is in the job. 

3 . Hire Jewishly knowledgeable profession­

als for such key tasks as directors of early child­

hood education, the summer camp, youth 
programming, a nd cultural arts. 

4. Ensure that the staff grows in lerms of 

Jewish knowledge and commitment. 

The particular ways in which the executive 

manages and achieves these goals differ from 

p lace to place and from person lo person. But 

no matter how the executive expresses his or her 

leadership, and no matter what kind o f person­

ality and background the executive brings to the 

position, certain dimensions of the job seem to 

be constant across a ll our sites. 
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As an o uLgrowth of Lhis perso nal and 

professional commitmen t, the educationally 

"successful" executive director advocates fo r 

Lhe creaLion of a Jewish educator posiLion a t Lhe 

Center. The educato r pos ition is probably the 

single most important "proximate cause" in 

bringing about advances in Jewis h education in 

a JCC. Pan o f what the director must do is create 

that positio n. He o r she mus t believe in the 

importance of Lhe job, understand the functio n 

of the position, and advocate fo r it within his or 

he r staff and board. Directo rs spoke of how they 

rearranged budge ts or ra ised additiona l funds in 

order to pay for the position- for example, by 

raising endowments specifically for that purpose. 

The next step is 10 find the right kind of 

person for the job. Having a clear understanding 

of the nature of Lhe Jewis h educator's role and 

the possibilities for the Center is crucial in mak­

ing correct decisio ns in hiring. In a ll the places 

we visited, we were impressed with the apparent 

suitability o f the particular educator to the partic­

ular environment. The director made sure Lhere 

was a good fit between the educator and the 

needs and culture of the pat1icular Center at that 

point in its development as a Jewish educational 

institutio n. As we will point out later, there are 

a variety of legitimate models for the Jewis h edu­

cator role in Centers. Accordingly, the executive 

needs to have the right concept to match his or 

her Cente r and Lhe person hired for Lhe posiLion . 

Once the slot has been fi lled, the directo r 

h elps integrate the Jewish educator into the life 

of the Center in supportive and significant ways. 

These may include introducing the educalor 

to influential laypeople or working to ensure that 

the staff is receptive to the advice and assistance 

of the educator. The educato r must be supervised 

appropriately and positio ned well, bo th in the 

Center and in the community. To some extent, 
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executives decide how much authority and 

influence-both formal and informaU-the edu­

cator will exercise. 

In Centers Lhal we studied, executives 

provide helpful, supportive supervision. In some 
Centers the executives share access to the board 

wiLh the educator. As a result, the executive helps 

position Lhe educator to interact well with board 

me11nbers, by creating study opportunities al 

board meetings, for e:xample, o r at board mem­

bers' homes. Genera lly such executives help 

Lhe educator develop his or her own re lationship 

with board members. Rather than viewing this 

access to the board as a threat to their own leader­

ship, these executives encourage such encounters. 

The executives provide opportunities for 

staff to study Judaica with the educato r during 

work time. Some executives even conduct their 

own classes in text study, selling a powerful 

example and serving as a role model. As one 

Center executive put il, "If it doesn't take place 

during work Lime, it can't work and it can't 

send the message you want to send." 

In addition, the use of time is critical Lo the 

life of the educalor. In some cases (tho ugh not 

all) Center executives in these sites con ceptualize 

the time demands o n the eclucaior in a manner 

different from that of other staff. For exa mple, 

some educators a re encouraged lo pursue their 

own personal s tudy a nd preparatio n as an 

integral part of their work day, even th ough they 

are n ot being "produ ctive" as administrators, 

programmers, or classroom teachers during those 

hours. Almost all the educato rs identify a need 

for time for their own continuing Jewish study. 

The Cenler environment is an activist one and, 

unlike a university or school, il is not parlicular­

ly attuned to Lhe need for preparation time. 

Nevertheless, executives and educators feel tha t 

such time for refl ectio n and lea rning is especia lly 
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importa nt if the educator is to serve as teacher 

o r resident scholar at the )CC. 

Next, many of the Cente r directors a t the 

sites we vis ited m ake Jewish commitment a 

specific, sta ted requirement in hiring n ew staff 

and in pro m oting veterans. One senior profes­

siona l reported that she informs prospective 

hirees a t the first interview tha t Jewish commit­

ment is an absolute, bottom-line requirement. 

Apparently the candor and simplicity of the 

message is quite effective, as she reports that sev­

eral job applican1s proceed to withdraw their 

names from consideration. 

Aside from establishing criteria for hiring 

new personne l, executives in many of 1he sites 

!hat we studied make 1he Jewish contribution 

of staff members a lready in place an important 

part of their regula r evaluation and a clearly 

slated c rite rion for promotion. One director 

reported that over the years, consistent with his 

lo ng-term strategy for raising the Jewish educa­

tio nal commitment and capability of his profes­

s io na ls, some experienced staff members h ad 

left his Cenler because t hey felt that they could 

not con form to the demand for increased 

personal Jewish involvemenl and o ngoing study 

of Judaic material. 

Executives work to enhance the Jewis h 

knowledge and commi tmenl among Lhe staff. 

They ensure opportunities for slaffstudy by way 

of study groups or sessions wi1h the Jewish 

educa1or. Some encourage their staff lo en roll in 

existing curriwlar programs such as the Mello n 

Mini-School or Derekh Torah. In 01her places, 

this Jewish study revolves around specific situa­

tions th a t Center staff might encounter in the ir 

work and the Jewish responses lo such s itua­

tio ns. For example, som e Centers schedule regu­

lar sessions on topics such as death and suffering 

( "why bad things happen to good people"), 
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abortio n, or alcohol and drug abuse, so that staff 

:members will come to appreciate a Jewish per­

spective on these m a tters. In many places the 

director personally allends these study sessions, 

further indicating their importance in the 

culture of the JCC. 

Perhaps the most dramatic example of the 

executive's commitment to enhancing the Jewish 

!knowledge and commitment of the staff has 

been 1he staff ed ucatio na l seminar in Israel. These 

seminars can have a profound personal impact 

on both Jewish and non-Jewish staff members. 

During the course of our interviews, several s1aff 

members reported how they (or their colleagues) 

underwent a significant turn toward a Jewish 

educational commitment after a )CC-sponsored 

seminar to Israel. As one executive rema rked in a 

recent study of the 19 89-1990 JCCA Executive 

Fellows Program (in Israel): 

Personally, it touched me because it 

gave me the opportunity to really discuss 
and become in touch with my Judaism, 

which I really hadn't been for a long 

lime. In lerms of what a JCC direclor 
does, I had been in touch more with the 

mechanics of it than I was with the emo­

tions of it. So the three months that I 
had a chance just to fee l mysel f as a 
Jew, when I got back, made a profound 

change in my professional life ... IL 

in0uenced almost every program at the 

agency, as well as board meeti ngs, 19 

Executives whom we inte rviewed spoke of their 

o ngo ing efforts to subsidize and organize Israel 

Educational Seminars, a budgetary item that 

ca n readily be dropped in hard times. 

Some Centers have instituted a self-evalua­

t ion in which the executive (often using the 

Jewish educato r as a content resource person) 

e mbarks on a critical and ongoing examinatio n 

of the Jewish content, and potential for Jewish 
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content, in all programs, activities, and depart­

ments of the Centers. This analysis prompts a 

search for changes to improve the Jewish program 

in these domains. For example, after the residen­

tial camping program at one Center went through 

such an evaluatio n, its internal report urged the 

hiring of 

a person on staff with a strong Jewish 

background (rabbinical s tudent or per­
son getting a masters in Jewish studies), 

who could be a source of Jewish pro­
gramming and Jewish knowledge and 

who could also serve in some other 

capacity at camp. Besides a funct ion­

ing staff member, few, if any Jewish 
resources are avai lable at Camp .... 

Resource books, tapes and videos 

would be valuable for staff. .. 

When we visited this Center, these recommenda­

tions were aJready well on the way toward 

implementation, begi nning with the hiring of 

the Judaica resource person. 

In addition to enhancing the staffs Jewish 

knowledge and commitment, the executives in 

these sites work to ensure that the board is com­

mitted to the Center's Jewish education agenda. 

O ne technique for doing so emphasizes building 

long-term relationships with individuals. In addi­

tion, some executives encourage Jewish study 

by the board members, e ither at the formal meet­

ings o r through the creation of o ther contexts. 

We learned about Jewish study evenings designed 

primarily for board members, courses exclusively 

for board members conducted by the Jewish 

educator, and, of course, the Is rael Educatio nal 

Seminars for the board. In one place the board 

seminar served as the launch for the entire 

Jewish educational rethinking of the Center. 

The executive who is deeply commiued in 

his or her own Jewish life serves as a powerful 

role model for board members. However, the 
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directo r need not be Jewishly knowledgeable at 

an advan ced level. Those who are not advanced 

demonstrated their personal commitment to 

Jewish learning by hiring a lewishly learned 

ed ucator and by visibly panicipating in staff pro­

grams. Of course, in the small number of cases 

where the executive is knowledgeable, the impact 

o n board members is even mo re powerful. In 

such situations the executive functions as a kind 

of surrogate rabbi for members of the board. 

One director said that he sees his own role as 

challenging lay leaders so that they come to 

adopt more Jewishness in their lives. 

Finally, beyond functio ns internal to the 

JCC, Center executives have an external role to 

play as well. The director manages relations with 

local synagogues, Jewish schools, the Federation, 

and other relevant institutions. These relation­

ships have become deeper, and in some cases 

more complex, as Centers have taken on more 

responsibility for Jewish education. 

The Board 

A Jewishly committed executive cannot go very 

far in instituting Jewish educatio nal excellence 

without the acquiescence, if no t the fu ll suppo rt, 

of the board. As a result, executives commi tted 

lo Jewish education work to bring the board 

a lo ng, to sustain and enlarge board support for 

the Center's Jewish educational mission. In this 

regard, the board plays several crucial roles: 

1. It hires (and fires) the executive. 

2. It in0uences numerous decisions, 

large and small, affecting the whole tenor of the 

agency with respect to Jewish education. 

3. It exerts ultimate authority over the 

budget, affecting such decisions as whether to 

employ a professional Jewish educator, how 

much to invest in Jewish educational program-



ming, and how much to charge the clients for 

those services. 

4. Individual board members can become 

enthusiastic sponsors of specific Jewish programs, 

facilitating them through their credibility, 

insights, and financial support. 

Prior to undertaking our research, we had 

suspected that board members in educationally 

effective Centers would contain a core group with 

extraordinary personal commitment to Jewish 

life. After all, if some JCCs are more committed 

to Jewish education than others, and if the boards 

are indeed a critical ingredient in fostering that 

commiunent, then it stands to reason that such 

boards should consist of members who are 

unusually committed to Jewish practice and 

learning in their own lives. 

Instead-and perhaps paradoxically-we 

found that board members' Jewish background 

in the best practice sites were not terribly differ­

ent from that of lay leaders of Federations, social 

seivice agencies, and defense agencies. Typically, 

they are Conservative and Reform synagogue 

members who send their children to religious 

schools and support the Federation campaign, 

but they are not distinguished by high levels of 

personal Jewish involvement in the home or 

synagogue, or by a great degree of prior Jewish 

learning. The very typicality of these board mem­

bers' Jewish involvement and learning testifies 

to the strength of their Centers' commitment to 

Jewish education, and to the leadership of the 

executive who has nurtured boards that suppoirt 

their Centers' Jewish mission. 

Indeed, with respect to the Jewish educa­

tion agenda, som e board members were simply 

nonobstruction ist; insofar as support for 

Jewish education did not compete with needed 

resources, they would offer no objection. (As one 

executive confided, with some board members 

Jewish Education in JC Cs 

the most he could hope for is that they simply 

"stay out of the way.") At the other extreme, we 

met leaders who were insistent upon the Jewish 

education mission as essential to the Ceuter and 

to their own ongoing participation. When pushed, 

not a few of these said they would resign from 

the board in the unlikely eventuality that their 

Center abandoned its commiunent to Jewish 

education. 

The latter were the sort of board members 

who were open to personal learning and parti­

cipation in Jewish education. They were either 

genuinely interested or saw such participation as 

vital to their successful "career" as a Jewish leader 

in the Center and community. We sensed that 

the impact committed key board members bring 

to the Jewish educationaE endeavor may extend 

far beyond their small numbers. Effective support 

for the Jewish educational mission can be main­

tained by the perpetuation of an inner leadership 

group (albeit an influential and respected min­

ority) that is willing to defend that mission in 

hard times and broaden it in good Limes. 

In that regard, one significant activity that 

we saw in more than one place was leadership 

development projects to socialize new board 

members to the Jewish mission. One site, for in­

stance, conducts a special three-to four-session 

program (for 40 people) to move new l,eader­

ship toward support for the Jewish mission of 

the Center. 

For the most part, board members stay out 

of day-to-day management of Jewish educational 

programming. Rather, th ey allow for the profes­

s ional autonomy of the educator or Jewishly 

committed director. Boards viewed the executive 

as the key to implememing their vis ion. Some 

boards arrived at the Jewish mission and then 

went out to hire the right executive to realize 

their dream; in other cases the director was 
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already in place and he or she (often inspired 

by the o riginal COMJEE report, the 1989- 1990 

Executive Fellows in Israel program, o r some 

personal experience) moved the board alo ng 

this path. 

We tried to determine how the board came 

to adopt a stro ng commitment to Jewish e<luc,1-

tion. Beyond the influence of the executive 

director (the single most impo rtant facto r), we 

identified the following facto rs: 

l. The o riginal COMJ EE p rocess, entailing 

the report and its disseminatio n d unng the 

1980s by way o f personal visits o f the na tional 

JCCA staff and lay leaders a n<l through the 

Biennial Conference o f the JCCA. 

2. Israel Educatio nal Seminars for boar<ls, 

at which specific teachers an<l p1ogr,um (through 

the JCCA Israel O ffi ce, Melto n Centre o f the 

1 lebrew University, Melitz, etc.) seem to h;ive left 

stro ng positive memories. 

3. The impact o f the na tional emphasis 

by Federatio ns and o ther Jewish communal 

agencies o n ensuring Je,vish co ntinuity and the 

interest o f )CC leadership to he seen as t,1k1ng 

part in this continental enterprise. 

4. Two natio nal let1der&h ip development 

programs (the Wexner I leritage Program and 

Cl.AL) entailing study of Judaica with highly 

pro ficient teachers. 

A combinatio n o f the facto rs above was 

o ften given additio nal suppo rt and energy by 

the arrival o f a visiting Jewish educato r o r scho l­

ar (such as fro m Israel ) who helped demo nstrate 

the po tential o f an in-ho use educator for adv,111c 

ing the Jewish agenda of the Center. The success 

of the visiting educato r was in some cases the 

facto r that helped secure the funding fo r hiring 

an educator for the Center staff. 
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The Jewish Educator 

ln the Center's day-to -day o peratio n, the Jewish 

educatio n specialist is the central figure in impro­

ving a Center's educatio nal program. To varyi ng 

extents, the Jewish educator i\ssumes a variety 

of ro les, including the fo llowing: 

l. Programmer- the specialist plans, 

administers, and executes a varie ty o f educatio n,11 

ac1h1i1ies, be it in a specifi c department o r 

throughout the Center. 

2. Resource- he or she provid es Jewish 

ed uc,1tional advice and materials, generally to 

o ther d epartment heac.b, and pa1ticularly to the 

p1eschool ,m<l c.imp. 

3. Ad.rocate-the educator explicitly 

lobbies fo, change among Maff a nd lay leaders, 

trying to raise the Jewish profile of the agency. 

4. "\ cacher-th(' educato r conducts classes 

pcrson,1lly, generally with d heavy emphasis o n 

staff and bo.ud development (1 ,11he1 than fo r 

the m('mbers at 1.ugc). 

s. Scholar- the educ,1tor devotes time to 

study and, sometimrs, to writing. 

Individual JCCs have adopted divc1!>e 

definitions o f the Jewish educators' job. In any 

o ne place the respo nsibilities draw upo n some, 

but no t all. o f the ro les outlined above. Most 

often the educato r serves as programmer, re­

source, and advocate. In o ne instance, the educa­

to r does everything but programming. In o ne 

very atypical instance, the educato r serves only 

as a scho lar-in-residence and occasional resource 

perso n. In still o ther instances, individuals 

occupying top and near-to p pro fessional leader­

ship positio ns manage to devote considerable 

time to s tudy ,1nd writing, particularly of p rofes­

sio nal literature. Currently )CCs have numerous 

ways of structuring this positio n and m,,y make 

their decisions based upon their needs, their 



current personnel, and the candidates available 

to fill the pos ition. 

The COMJ EE 11 report picks up on the 

plurality of job definitions by differentiating 

two main types of educators-" Advanced Jewish 

Educators and Jewish Programming Special­

ists." 211 As we noted, we saw both types- but 

even within the types we found significant differ­

ences in job definition as well as in previous 

training and experience. 

Critical to the success of the Jewish educa­

tor is the proper fit between the expectations 

and style of the educator with his or her Center 

and its level of development. Not every Jewish 

educator o r every rabbi would do well in the 

world of the Jewish Community Center. In our 

view, despite differences among them, the 

successful JCC educators whom we met shared 

an ability to fit into the particular cuhure of the 

JCC in which they worked, negotiate its com­

plexities, and use to advantage the many educa­

tional opportu nities that a Center can offer. 

Each Center has its own specific ethos, its 

own symbols, values, and way of operating. The 

educators in the best practice sites were able to 

feel at ho me in their Center; they were able to 

share in its culture and beco me insiders. Perhaps 

the most important cha raCLeris tic of the success­

ful educator is a nonjudgmenta l openness Lo the 

people whom he or she meets, many of whom 

are less Jewishly committed or knowledgeable 

than the educator. Ahhough it is true that educa­

tors and rabbis in more conventional educa­

tional settings such as schools or synagogues are 

generally more learned and involved than their 

constituents, the formal settings tend to have 

established norms or expectations that are 

acknowledged (though not always auained!) by 

both the educator and the lay participant. At the 

Center, however, the educator needs to be 
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comfortable with a wide range o f behaviors, 

beliefs, and knowledge-and expectations of 

"success" o r conformity to "what we do here" 

needs 10 be very nuid and often undefined. An 

educator unable to meet the "cl ient where he 

or she is" will not succeed in a JCC. 

Thus a Center educator must be willing to 

accept the various Jewish cho ices that Center 

members may make. for example, we heard an 

Orthodox educator in one Center enthusiasti­

cally ta lk about a member who h ad participated 

in his classes and then jo ined a local Reform 

~ync1gogue. Not all educators are able to take 

such a stance. Those who ca n, however, will have 

a far greater chance at success working in a JCC. 

As one educator put it, " I don't care what Jewish 

path they I his sllldentsl take, but I do want 

them to be on a path!" 

The successful educators were people who 

understood that other staff of the JCC were as 

much their clients as were the members. Comp­

ared with synagogues, Centers have a la rge num­

ber of professionals who come in contact with 

the lay members. Whether physical education 

trainers, counselors at the day camp, youth advis­

ers leading teen programs, or cultural program 

direclors-f ewish educators in Centers need 

to view the various staff members as a prime audi­

ence for their Jewish educatio nal work. 

For good practice, then, the educator main­

tains standards that are appropriate for his or 

her agency- in particular, stancluds consistent 

wit h the expectations of the board and the direc­

tor. Conversely, the Centers (read: the directors) 

are responsible for helping the educator under­

stand the organizational culture and the limits 

it imposes. 

The Jewish educator serves important 

roles both inside and outside the Center's walls. 

Within the Center, as was noted, the educator 
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may serve as direct teacher of staff and laypeople. 

Indeed, the educator may be a kind of quasi­

rabbi for lay leadership and professional staff 

of the JCC. The job embraces a very important 

outside dimension as well; like the executive 

director, the educator musl develop relationships 

with local rabbis, Federation professionals, and 

others in the community. 

ln both domains, one recurrent theme we 

discerned was the need to have people develop a 

sense of trust in the educator. This is certainly a 

best practice important for all Center workers but 

especially crucial for the Jewish educator. The 

amb ivalent feelings contemporary Jews harbor 

toward Judaism, coupled with the ch,mging phice 

of Jewish education in the JCC, combine to raise 

at least the potential for resistance, suspicion, and 

even antagonism on the parl of some staff mem­

bers toward the Jewish educator and what he or 

she represents. Some staff members might 

wonder, as one worker told us, "Who is this guy 

and what does he want from me?" One of the 

educators, for example, remarked that he needed 

a good deal of time to show tJ1e key professionals 

and lay leaders that he was worthy of their trust 

and that he was not out to make them "religious." 

Complicating the situation is the fact that the 

educator does, of course, have an educational mis­

s ion, though the suspicions of the staff may be 

overblown, educators do aspire to influence the 

people with whom they interact. 

The issue of trust is related to the educa­

tors' need to build relations around tJie Center 

by personal connenions and relationships with 

the entire staff. Educators in the best practice 

sites try to meet with the various staff members 

in a variety of ways-in some cases through 

being a teacher, and in others by devdoping 

informal friendships . In o ne Center the Jewish 

educator goes out to l unch on a monthly basis 
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with a number of staff members, including those 

seemingly remote from his work, such as the 

maintenance director of the Center. In this way 

he gets to know many people around the JCC­

both staff and members- and is able to develop 

real relationships that help him do his job 

more effectively. 

Trust plays an imponam role in the educa­

tors' relatio nships with the outside community 

as well. Clearly the most complicated of these 

relationships is with the local rabbis. These 

relationships become more compl icated still 

when lhe Jewish educator at the Center is a rabbi, 

as was true in tJ1ree of the sites that we studied. 

Local rabbis worry about the Center's becoming 

a competing Jewish institution, "a pool with 

a shul," as the o ld saying ( quoted to us by more 

than one Center professional) has it. To avoid 

conflicts with rabbis, Center educators refrain 

from performing ritual functions and channel 

their JCC "students." toward various synagogues 

for life cycle events and conversions to Judaism. 

One educator (a rabbi) who has become parti­

cularly close with members of his Center's board 

told us that he is scrupulous in not performing 

weddings, funerals, and o ther rites of passage, 

even for board members who find he is the 

one rabbi to whom they feel close. 

Despite their self-imposed constrai nts, it is 

also clear that rabbis working in Jewish Com­

munity Centers come to play a kind of rabbinic 

role. One such educator reported that he very 

rarely is asked for rulings on questions of Jewish 

law and ritual, but he is asked to serve as an 

authoritative teacher and a repository of infonna­

t ion and ideas about Judaism, often demonstrating 

Judaism's relevance to contemporary situations. 

Jn that role he quite closely resembles his rabbi­

nic peers in other JCCs. 
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Staff Development: 
Deepening Ktrowledge, Comfort, 
and Commitment 

Like o Lher Jewish instilutions, JCCs must cope 

with the challenges o f recruiting and retaining 

highly qualified staff members. The key issue for 

JCCs today is not merely budgetary consLraints. 

Rather, in light of the increasing emphasis o n 

Jewish education as critical to Centers' mission, 

it is in finding and developing slaff who will 

meet the new and expanded set of criteria that 

now from a commitment to Jewish education. 

Some Centers (those with only a moderate com­

mitment to a Jewish education agenda) need 

concern themselves on ly with such qualifications 

as group skills o r pedagogic abilities. A minimal 

level of Jewish knowledge and commitment 

generally suffices for most line positions in such 

places. ln fact, some Centers regularly turn to 

non-Jews to serve as preschool teachers, youth 

workers, camp counselo rs, and related person­

nel; by definition, non-Jews lack both Jewish 

commitment and Jewish knowledge (which 

is not to say tha t they are incapable of acquiring 

at least one and perhaps both, in time). Under 

these circumstances, Centers committed to a 

Jewish education agenda have no choice but to 

institute vigorous, comprehensive, and effective 

programs of staff development with the twin 

goals of deepening Jewish knowledge and 

enhancing Jewish commiLrnent. 

In the Centers that we studied, we saw 

staff involved in a varie ty of study opportunities 

to enhance their Jewish knowledge, and, more 

broadly, thei r comfort level and confidence in 

their Judaic competence. These programs in­

cluded staff classes o n a monthly basis and staff 

classes every week. The program of s tudy often 

was based around one of the two major adult 

study curricula currently in use in )CC adult edu-
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cation: the Florence Melton Adult Mini-School 

or Derekh Torah. Both programs provide a struc­

tured curriculum in basic Jewish literacy and are 

not specif1cally job-related. In other words, the 

goal is to improve Lhe Jewish knowledge of the 

sta ff irrespective of its immediate relationship to 

the staff members' work. Staff members from a 

wide range of departments a ttend, both Jews 

and non-Jews. 

Ideally. participation in some of these 

programs comes to be seen as a matter of prof es­

sional recognition. One Center we visited is about 

to launch a Derekh Torah course for its staff. 

This new class will require staff members to apply 

and be accepted, and it involves a considerable 

amount of commitment in comi ng to the sessions 

and preparing for classes. Nonetheless, as soon 

as it was announced, there was a great deal of 

interest. It seems likely that this enthusiasm 

emanates from a number of faclors that may be 

inslructive: the respect the slaff holds for the 

Center's Jewish educator (who will leach the 

class); the facl thal the executive <lireclor supports 

the course and views Jewish learning as a desider­

atum for his staff; ,111<l the fact that the course is 

considered part of one's work and takes place dur­

ing working hours. 

Another Center has made Jewish sllldy man­

datory for its preschool teachers, all of whom are 

studying Jewish texts two hours a week. One key 

ingredient here: The teachers are paid for their 

ti me spent learning. The executive director made 

it a priority to raise the additional funds necessary 

(many thousands of dollars) to keep the entire 

system's teachers on salary while in t11e classroom. 

Directors and educators at the more educa­

tionally effective Centers viewed Judaic s taff 

development and enrichment as a long process 

t.iking place over several years. At one point we 

felt as if we were talking to field generals in a 



mililary campaign as they spoke aboul h ow lhey, 

in effect, captured or converted one department 

afler another lo the cause of Jewish education. 

They mighl replace a Jewishly weak with a 

Jewishly comm itted department head, either by 

change in personnel or as lhe result of nurturing 

a growing commitment to Jewish life through 

classes, personal relationships, and Israel Educa­

tional Seminars. Directors and their senior 

Jewish educators were capable of making pene­

trating assessments of the extent to which 

each key staff member was committed to the 
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Jewish education agenda. (Upon speaking with 

the staff members, we were also impressed 

with the seeming accuracy of these assessments.) 

A best practice emerges here: the ability on the 

part of senior professionals lo assess accurately 

the level of Jewish knowledge and commitment 

of their professiona l subordinates. 

While the techniques may differ from one 

Center to another, the Jewish enrid1mel1l of the 

staff occupies ( or should occupy) a central place 

in the process of turning Centers inlo Jewishly 

effective educational institutio ns. 
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I.WJ irtually any )CC program has potential 

aJIIII as a Jewish educational venue, given the 

right bl end of suppo rt, knowledge, creativity, 

skill, and time. No JCC that we saw taps the 

Jewish educational possibilities in all areas, and 

certainly some programs have more o bvio us 

potenti a l fo r Jewish educatio n than others. For 

exampl e, the physical educat ion program d oes 

lend itse lf 10 some features o f Jewish educatio n 

( e.g., through poste rs of Jewish athletes, scenes 

o f Israel, a Jewish spo rts heroes hall of fame, 

I lebrew signage), But no one would argue that 

it is as centrally related to the Jewish educdtion 

mission as, say, early childhood education or 

classes for adults . 

We identified fi ve disti nct a reas where one 

could say tha t Jewish education was an explici t 

part of the program. They are definable roughly 

in te rms o f the age o f their principal target popu­

la tio ns: early childhood education, summer 

camps, teen programs, adult education (with 

several va rie ties), and senior adult programming. 

O ur intention is no t to describe specific activi­

ties in great deta il. Rather we seek to provid e a 

synthetic overview o f some of the principles that 

seem to guide the most educatio nally effective 

programs within each type. 

Some o f these principles of best practice 

cut across the board and are worthy of mentio n 

at the o utset: 

• The program is directed by an education­

a lly oriented depanmem head who is personally 

committed to the Jewish educatio n agenda. 

• The Center's Jewish education specialist 

and the department head mainta in a good work­

ing relationship. such that the specialis t can exert 
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signifi cant influence over the program content 

and the training of the staff. 

• The staff is recruited, trained, supervised, 

and developed in line with the goal of securing 

enhanced Jewish commitment and greater Jewi sh 

knowledge. 

• The department head h as developed, 

adopted, and transmitted to the staff a detailed 

"curriculum" containing the Jewish educationa l 

objectives of the program. The p rogram opens up 

possibilities for Jewish growth, leading clients 

to o ppo nunities for mo re intensive Jewish living 

or learning, be it at ho me, in the JCC, or in o ther 

l>Cl tings (synagogue, school, Israel, etc.) . 

• The program succeeds in general terms. 

rhat is, clients a re atlractec to the nursery school 

because it is a good school (even 111i1/ro 111 the 

Jewish program) compared with other o ptions in 

commun ity. The camp is known to be as good as 

any of its competitors. The program capitalizes 

upon and addresses the clients' need for commu­

nity and recreation; in o thtr wo rds, it uses a ll 

of the educational tools characteristic o f informal 

education, even within mo re traditio nal Jewish 

educatio nal programs a t the Center. 

• The program's director establishes and 

makes frequent use o f open d1a nnels o f commu­

nicatio n with the learners and their families so 

as 10 learn o f any difficult ies and immediate ly 

take corrective actio n. 

Throughout our discussions of the five major 

areas of Jewish educational programming, we 

will see many o f these points emerge. Our primary 

goal in the discussio ns below is to try lo under­

stand just how a nd why certa in programs stand 

out above the others in the Center movement. 
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We came away from our research con­

vinced th,H Lhe nalional JCC Associalion can 

play an impon a nt role in add ressing the needs 

of early childhood Jewish education. I lowever, 

Lhe role of Lhe JCCA in Lhis process musl be 

carefully thought out a nd delinealed . The JCCA, 

wiLh the assistance of the besl dnd the brightest 

)CC Jewish educators, o ugh t lo serve as a rnta­

lyst that stimulates local JCCs to improve the 

content and quality o f their early childhood 

programs. This advancement may come thro ugh 

a combinalion of cu rriculum development 

projects, programs for preschool directors, or in­

service educatio n for early childhood teachers 

in JCCs. The JCCA role m ight include confer­

ences, seminars, model curriculum publications, 

guidelines, consultants, and the like. It is clear, 

however, fro m the range of settings that we 

observed that any effon on the national level 

must be su ited to specific local cond itions and 

must take imo account the active involvement 

of teachers, early child hood directors, Jewish 

educators, and o ther local interested parties and 

stakeholders. Stri king the balance between local 

input and national expertise will help ensure 

the level of quality needed to improve the field 

and assisl in mobil izing the necessary local 

support for proposed innovalions. 

Summer Camps-
Day and Overnight 

For more Lhan a half cenwry, su mmer ca mps 

sponsored by synagogue movements, Zionist 

youth movements, and Yiddish ist associations 

have offered Jewish educational experiences to 

tens o fthousands of youngsters. Allhough no 

definitive s tudies have successfully measured the 

impact of these camps, anecdo Lal and impres­

s io n islic accounts of the "alumni" suggesL thal 

camps have indeed played a significant role 
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in shaping Lhe Jewish idenlily of many of the 

fo rmer campers and counselors. 

In contrasl with these ideologically spon­

sored camps, the JCC camps have his torically 

adopted a less pronou nced Jewish profi le, in 

part because they have catered 10 a Jewishly and 

denominationally diverse clien te le. Today a lmost 

all Centers of reasonab le size sponsor day camps 

during the summer; in addition, across North 

America, JCCs sponsor 22 residential ( or over­

night) camps. I he increasing emphasis on 

the Jewish educational agenda has affected the 

camps; in fact, some claim that the camps were 

the early incubators of the JCCs' turn toward 

a greater emphasis on Jewish education. 

As with the preschool (and with the JCC 

itsell), Jewish educational excellence in camps 

begins with a director who is committed to the 

Jewish educational mission. Either the director is 

personally capable of imparting Lhat mission, 

or he or she m,1kes sure to h ire a Jewish educator 

to recruit and train an appropria te staff and to 

design and implement the Jewish curriculum. 

(Indeed, camps noted for Jewish educational 

excellence do have a curriculum- a defined set 

of Jewish educational goals and specific proce­

dures for how to achieve those goals.) 

The JCC camps that have managed to make 

progress in boosting the Jewish educational con­

tent of their camp experience conduct pre-Shabbat 

programs, teach I lebrew songs, and provide what 

may be called Israeli or I lebrew "decoration" to 

the program ( e .g., I lebrew bu nk names or spons 

teams). One camp devotes different weeks to 

different Jewish ethical themes ( e.g., kindness to 

animals) that have un iversal appeal and that can 

be transmitted easily by staff with less Judaic 

knowledge, whether Jewish or not. 

One Center we visited had engaged in a 

thorough and h ighly critical eva luation of its 
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camp's Jewish content and personnel and had 

begun to take steps in line with the repon's rec­

o mmendations, such as hiring a professional 

Jewish educator to supervise the Judaic program. 

JCC summer camps face (and work to over­

come) several challenging obstacles, of which 

staffing may be the most daunting. If year-round 

Center programs (such as Lhe preschool) encounter 

difficulties in recruiting, training, supervising, and 

retaining staff with a modicum of Jewish commit­

ment and knowledge, the camps, especially the 

day camps, are in an even more tenuous position. 

Their staff consists by and large of college students 

and local teenagers. The turnover rates are high 

and the Judaic background of many staff members 

is weak. Accordingly, the camp's Jewish educator 

is faced with a daunting task. The better camps 

simply set aside more lime and resources for the 

Jewish educational preparation and supervision of 

their counselors, both before the camp season gets 

underway and during the camp season itself. 

As with preschools, )CC camps must often 

turn 10 non-Jews for staff. One of the cardinal 

principles in informal education, particularly with 

teenagers, is that one wants the staff to serve as 

admirable and accessible role models. Non-Jews 

as counselors simply cannot fulfill that function, 

and noncommitted Jewish counselors may be 

even worse. It follows that better camps from a 

Jewish educational perspective are those that 

manage lo hire (and retain from one year to the 

next) Jewish staff who are comfortable with the 

camp's Jewish educational mission. Such camps 

a lso are able to bring over Israeli staff, a step 

that o ffers numerous educational possibilities. 

Clearly much remains to be done in this 

a rea. Camps need to thi nk through and institute 

a Jewish educational curriculum. They need to 

plan and budget for Jewish educational training 

of the staff. Perhaps most of al l, they need to 
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clarify the Jewish mission and goals in regard to 

summer camp, imagining the successful out­

comes of a lewish camp experience and the 

unique contribution that ICC ca mps can make 

to North American Jewish life. 

These and o ther s teps will require a per­

sonnel pattern resembling that of the Center as 

a whole: a director (in this case, o f the camp) 

who is commiued to introducing Jewish educa­

tional content; a professional Jewish educator 

who is given the backing and support necessary 

to institute change; and a staff that is ready to 

accept training and supervision designed to 

enhance their Jewish commitment, Jewish 

knowledge, and lhe skills needed to transm it 

bot.h to their campers. 

One clear example of best practice Lhat 

we saw in this domain was the willingness of 

some Centers to engage in a process of self­

reflection and evaluation in regard to the Jewish 

educational dimension of lheir camp programs. 

Viewing the camps in the light of the Center's 

Jewish educational potential and making recom­

mendations to improve the staffing and the 

programming of the camps is the first and most 

crucial step toward realizing the fu ll potential 

of JCC camping. 

Teen Programs 

Through the 1960s urban JCCs served as major 

centers of Jewish teenagers' social lives. Many of 

today's ICC lay leaders got lheir start in Jewish 

life #hanging out" at the JCCs of their youth. 

Today the Center's aspiration to serve as the sur­

rogate for the largely defunct Jewish urban neigh­

borhood is especially challenged in the case of 

Lhe suburban Jewish teenagers. Ideally, the infor­

mal and multidimensional nature of Centers 

create the potential for them to compete with the 
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youth "mall culture" that is so prevalent in 

American suburbs. Thus at a )CC a teenager can 

play basketball, swim in a pool, lake pan in a 

play, and engage in meaningful volunteer activi­

ties for his or her community. 

The geographical dispersal of teenagers in 

suburbia has undoubtedly taken its to ll on teen 

participation in a ll sectors of Jewish life, mak­

ing it unlikely that many 14-16 year o lds will 

casually gravitate to the JCCs as their urba nized 

parents did. A recent article on informal Jewish 

educatio n of teenagers concludes: 

11 is imponanl for successful youth 
programs to espouse an ideology that 

expresses a certain amount of idealism. 
Such idealism calls upon the young per­

son to give up some of his or her own 

needs to serve some nobler cause. I-or 

this idealism to be placed in the service 
of Jewish identity, it should relate to 

the Jewish people or religion. 25 

Truth be to ld, no Jewish agency or type of agency 

is doing a particularly good job in attracting 

and o rganizing Jewish teenagers. The synagogue 

youth movements, Zio nist youth movements, 

and supplementary high schools al l report 

diffkulties, often with stagnant o r declining 

levels of participation. 

In this context, we can readily understand 

why few executives and o ther Center professionals 

pointed to their teen programs (as ide from sum­

mer programs) as models of Jewish educational 

excellence. We d id, however, see instances where 

Centers managed to recruit large numbers o f 

teens for a variety of community service projects, 

such as assisting the e lderly o r improving the 

environment. Thus, if there is o ne area in which 

Centers excel with this age group, it may be in the 

realm of providing volunteer oppo rtunities that 

appeal to teenagers' keen sense of idealism. 
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JCCs have been successful in recruiting thou­

sands of youngsters every year to the JGC Youth 

Maccabi Games. Not only a re over 4,000 young­

sters involved, so are some 8,000 parents and 

family members. At minimum, the games provide 

an arena {literally) for these 12,000 o r so people 

lo gather under Jewish auspices. In addition, they 

surround these people with a Jewish and Hebrew 

environment, and sponsors are looking for ways 

to augment the Jewish educational dimension. 

The Center movemenl is exploring ways of bring­

ing the games to Israel, as a significant organ-

izer of Israel travel by North American Jews, espe­

cially for teenagers. 

Adult Education and 
Jewish Culture 

In the six Centers that we examined closely, the 

most developed area of Jewish programming 

was in the area of adult education . The programs 

took a variety of forms: 

1. I Ioliday workshops (usually connected 

with the preschool, as was noted earlier) and 

other forms o f Jewish family education. 

2. Libraries: books, videos, magazines. 

3. Cultural evems ( Israel fair, book fair, 

film fest iva l, musical presentatio ns, theater, 

exhibits). 

4. Lectures. 

5. Courses, a special subset of whid1 

consis ts o f two sLru.ctured programs for teaching 

basic Judaism. 

Taken together, these programs lend a 

significantly different atmosphere to the JCC 

than in 1948, when Janowsky reached his down­

beat conclusions regarding the absence of Jewish 

educatio nal content in )CC p rogramming, as 

repo rted above. Taken as a whole, these pro-
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grams even represent considerable progress over 

the pre-COMJEE I period. 

To be sure, each form of adult education 

programming represents a distinctive attempt 

to engage Jewish adults in a particular fashio n. 

Some of them merit special comment. 

Jewish family education as an identified 

field first began to emerge during the 1980s, 

alth ough JCCs' early childhood [Programs have 

been operating in this area fo r d,ecades. One be­

ginning point for the field was wilh conventional 

Jewish educators who felt frustrated at attempts 

to educate children who returned to homes that 

did not or could not support the lessons being 

taught in the classroom. Moreover, parents 

seemed interested in learning what their children 

learned and in spending time with their child-

ren in a context that combined recreation with 

education. Today botJ1 JCCs and synagogues 

sponsor various fonns of Jewish family education. 

As currentmy constituted, Jewish family 

education revolves around the children in school, 

be it the toddlers in the ICC preschools or the 

grade sd10ol children in the day schools and sup­

plementary schools. As a result, a large proportion 

of those attending JCC holiday workshops are 

the Center's own preschool youngsters and their 

parents, a lthough community-wide events such as 

Purim carnivals have wider appeal. To JCC pro­

fessionals, these parents represent an ideal target 

audience. They are relatively young and open 

to intervention. They are generally not otherwise 

affil ia ted witJi Jewish institutio ns. And they are 

keenly aware of their responsibi lilies as parents. 

O ne Center that we vis ited actually sends staff 

members into the homes of new parents to engage 

in Jewish educational activities w itJ1 the family 

where tJiey live. Centers also offer childbirth and 

parenling classes as a way of bringing new parents 

into the life of the )CC. 

Jewish Education in JCCs 

In another sphere, the expansion of )CC 

libraries ( of books, periodicals, videotapes, and 

more) and, mo re significantly, the numerous 

cultural events offered by JCCs highlight the 

Centers' significant role as purveyors and spon­

sors of Jewish culture. JCCs appear to be unique­

ly equipped-in size, space, and ambiance-to 

take the lead in housing, exhibiting, and mer­

chandising Jewish culture. If American Jews 

support .and consume a distinclive culture, tJiey 

probably do so more through the JCCs than 

through any other sort of institution. 

The single lecture or lecture series a re 

among the most popular vehicles. They aim at 

drawing large audiences and usually present well­

known figures from the Jewish or general commu­

nity speaking on issues relevant to Jewish con­

cerns. Their virtue is that they serve sociaJ as well 

as educational purposes, bringing together a large 

number of people who renew their ties to o ne 

anotJier. Their shortcomings are also well under­

stood by Center educators. Lectures are, by defini­

tion, one-shot affairs, providing little opportunity 

for sustained growth and building relationships. 

The educators with whom we spoke, Ulen, saw 

lectures-with a ll the glitz and showmanship Lhat 

may accompany them-as no substitute for the 

more intensive and sustained Jewish education 

that takes place in ongoing classes. 

The classes offered in JCCs generally focus 

on classic Jewish themes, topics, or texts. They 

are taught by the Center's own Jewish educator, 

rabbis, or local teachers. In general, they aim a t 

beginners or inexperienced learners. Classroom 

texts are English trans lations and the topics 

appeal to a less knowledgeable clientele. One 

Center's typical offerings, for example, included 

a course entitled "Does the World Need Jews? " 

which met once a month and deal t with issues 

such as the idea of being a chosen people. This 
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same Cenler a lso offered a course based o n Abba 

Eban's lelevision series "Civilization and the 

Jews, " a course called "I low to Celebra te as a 

Jew" (wh ich m et in advance of the major Jewish 

holidays), a monthly course on the classic rab­

binic text Pirkei Avot, and a monthly discussion 

group on "The Future of the American Jewish 

Community.# 26 

Nonetheless there were exceptio ns, places 

where more intensive or advanced Jewish educa­

tional offerings could be found. In o ne Center, 

fo r example, students could enroll for a weekly, 

year-long Talmud class taught by a leading 

academic scholar in the fie ld. This JCC had the 

advantage of being located in an area with many 

available inte llectual resources, and the Center 

served a population that could provide the 

kind o f students appropriate for such a course. 

Nonetheless, this is no t a case of merely re­

sponding to the cl ientele's needs. An advanced 

Talm ud class is p recisely the kind of program 

that attracts a mo re Jewishly committed mem­

bersh ip to the Center. AJthough the: class may 

enroll rela tively small numbers of students, its 

very presence helps shape, sustain, and strength­

en the institutional image that this Center cares 

about Jewish education and is able to appeal 

to the cognoscenti as well as the novices. O ther 

advanced offerings included a weekly course in 

Jewish philosophy, a course in Mishnah, and 

a course o n "Great Figures of the Bible" (based 

on the Elie Wiesel video series). 

The Jewish education program coordi ­

nator in this particular JCC believes tha t the key 

is having the fund ing to pay top-notch teachers 

enough to lead such courses. Thus the Center 

has created individual cndowmenl funds lo pay 

for these classes. Indeed, th is JCC aims at raising 

funds for many endowments in the $5,000-

$ 10,000 range. 
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Two "wm-lley" adult ed11c111io11 programs: 

As is mentioned above, across Jewish Commu­

nity Centers the two most popu lar programs 

for inlensive (and largely introduclory) adult 

Jewish learning are the Melton Mini-Schoo l and 

Derekh Torah, both of which have had a dist­

inct ive, nearly exclus ive association with Jewish 

Community Centers. In a very real sense, the 

Melton Mini-School and Derekh Torah programs 

have been born, nurtured, and developed primar­

ily within the precincts ofJCCs in North America. 

Although the programs have cenain s imilarities, 

some Centers offer both programs. In such 

places, Derel<h Torah is usually seen as the mo re 

basic program; its graduates are steered toward 

the Melton Mini-School as the next s tep in 

Jewish study. 

Derekh Torah was created by Rabbi Rachel 

Cowan about ten years ago at Congregation 

Ansche Chcscd in New York and then moved to 

the 92nd Street Y. The program emerged out of 

Cowan's work with mixed fait h couples, some o f 

whom were already married and 01.hers of whom 

were considering either conversion or marriage 

to a Jew without conversion. rhe program sought 

to introduce non-Jews to the basics of Judaism 

in a serious and intellectually stimulati ng fashion. 

The Jewish partners, in appropriate cases, were 

also encouraged (or required) to a ttend. Often 

these Jewish partners were ignorant of or 

estranged from Judaism. 

As the program evolved, the fundamental 

orienlation toward non-Jews or interfaith couples 

remained in place, but it grew to include any 

Jews s im ply seeking knowledge about Judaism. 

Typically, people who apply to the program are 

interviewed by the teacher in advance. In one 

locale that we vis ited, several students were new­

comers to the community. Derekh Torah seemed 

to be an access point into a social network for 



(mostly s ingle) Jews. Centra l to the program is its 

socia l dimensio n. Classes meet in the ho mes o f 

the instructors or students and are bracketed by 

info rmal meeting time. 

Derekh Torah is no t a conversio n class 

per se, a ltho ugh in some p laces rabbis use it 

fo r tha t p urpose. The curriculum is a set of 

topics that a re covered in weekly meetings over 

an academic year. The inst ructor has co nsider­

able la titude in adapting the curriculum to his 

o r her own interests o r abi lities, as well as to the 

interests of the class. In this 30-week program, 

classes of about fifteen s tudents study and dis­

cuss Jewish his tory, theology and Jewish living. 

Classes m eet once a week for two hours and 

include topics such as ethics, the Sabbath and 

ho lidays, prayer, dietary laws, life cycle events, 

Israel, and vario us other issues. 

The concept of the Melto1i Mini-School 

was invented by a lay leader, Florence Melton of 

Columbus, O hio. There was a need, in her view, 

for a program o f learning that would address 

the basic "Jewish literacy" needs of adults in a 

serious a nd intensive way. Melton believed th at 

such adults would be hesitant to attend classes 

in synagogues, even where they were members, 

because !(_hey would not wish to display their 

ignorance. The ICC, a more neutra l area, would 

be an ideal selfj ng fo r such programs. 

Flo rence Mel ton tu med to The Mel ton 

Centre fo r Jewish Educatio n ofThe Hebrew Uni­

versity to develo p a curriculum. The program 

consists o f a two-year course of study with weekly 

meetings, each built around certain key topics 

and themes. Anecdotal reports indicate th a t the 

program is successful, in terms o f both the quali­

ty or learning tha t takes p lace and the satisfaction 

of the students. In fact, in some places sllldents 

have asked to continue beyond the two years of 

the curricu lum. Today the program fu nctions 

Jewish Education in JCCs 

in over twenty s ites a round the country, mostly in 

Jewish Commun ity Centers. 

The curricu lum consists of five courses. 

One focuses o n "functio nal Jewis h termino logy," 

another on "essential Jewish ideas as they unfo ld 

in ... sacred texts"; a third probes "Dilem mas 

of Jewish Living" such as assimila tion and anti­

semitism in the past and present; a fou rth takes 

th e sludem Lhrough the Jewish li.fe cycle, and a 

fi fth looks al "issues in Jewish eth ics" in a variety 

of contexts. Taken in their enlirety, these courses 

certainly provide what may be regarded as a valu ­

able introduction to Jewish life a nd lite racy. 

Like Derekh Torah, the Mello n Mini-School 

relies on good teachers for its success. The Melto n 

Mini-School requires a two-year commitment on 

tl1e part of the student, Derekh Torah one year. 

The Melton Mini-School seems to be less oriented 

toward the interfaith couple. Bo th programs have 

also been flexible enough to be used in ways dif­

ferent from the o riginal design. For example, both 

Oerekh Torah and the Melton Mini -School cur­

riculum have been used for staff classes in )CCs. 

The popularity of these two programs in Lhe 

ICC world says someLhing about the conditions 

and culture of Jewish education in the Center 

movement. Both programs provide an introduc­

tio n to Judaism. To varying extents, the programs 

can appeal to inte rfaith coup les. Both emphasize 

a social, community-build ing approach, and both 

are intent upon utilizing dynamic teachers who 

are nonjudgmental, engaging, enthusiastic, and 

open. Last, both p rograms come with a ready­

made curriculum (the Melto n Mini-School being 

more detailed), relieving the Center educator 

of that burden. Clea rly, the Derekh Torah and 

Melton Mini-School programs are highly 

compatible wi th the needs of JCCs and of their 

members. 
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S enior Adults 

Professionals who work closely with senior 

adults report that they are keen consumers of 

Jewish educat ional and cultural services. Under­

standably, the sen io rs are the most e thnically 

committed and least intermarried population 

group in the Centers. They are chronologi-

cally closer to the European experien ce and 

Yiddish culture. 

As a result, Jewish cultural programming is 

deeply imbedded in the social and recreational 

services offered to this group. The professionals 

who work with them find the experience Jewishly 

rewarding and challenging. O n the other hand, 

executive directors were not particularly focused 

upon this group as a LargeL of Jewish educational 

services. In effect, they were saying that this is 

one group for whom expanding Jewish educat­

ion is not of the highest priority. In part, senior 

adults were seen as lending to their own Jewish 

educational needs as an organic outgrowth of 

their firm ethnic involvement. And, in part, we 

suspect that directors and ICC educators assigned 

lower strategic priority to senior citizens than to 

the parents of young children, who, it could be 

argued, are more "at risk" from a Jewish com­

munal point of view and also more potentially 

pivotal in influencing the next generation. 

!11 the last few years JCCs have ~ncreasingly 
turned to organizing groups of visitors to Israel, 

a program that has heavily drawn upon senior 

adu lts. This age group possesses the time, money, 

and inclination to travel to Israel, particularly in 

wel I-organized groups. 

Ambiance 

The educatio nal programs noted above occur 

in the JCC building. Obviously, the appearance, 

physical characteristics, sights, sounds, and 
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smel ls of the building a ll serve to influence the 

conduct of the programs. They send messages 

even to those members who never directly partic­

ipate in those programs. These nonverbal mes­

sages carry with them Jewish educational import 

and constitute an important component of what 

may be called the Center's "hidden curriculum. " 

This dimension has been characterized as 
"ambiance." 27 

A specifically Jewish ambiance is effected 

in a variety of ways by the different Centers. 

The lobbies in these buildings are recognizably 

Jewish environments- in a number of the places 

we saw Hebrew signs prominently displayed. 

Typically the signs on office doors ("Admin­

istrative Center," "Senior Services," or "Physical 

Education Department") give the Lille in both 

Enghsh and Hebrew. 

Lobbies allow for displays a round upcom­

ing events in the Center's schedule. In the JCCs 

we looked at, the Jewish calendar is also high­

lighted through these displays. Pictures or 

exhibits relating to upcoming Jewish h olidays 

a re a regular feature in these JCCs. 

In a dramatic fashion, one Center has a 

set of large, almost life-sized dolls, a "family" 

that has been placed in the lobby of the JCC. (In 

fact, they've even been named-"the Rosens"­

and everyone refers to them by na me!) The dolls 

are set up in various ways to reflect some kind 

of Jewish idea or upcoming Jewish holiday: 

The fa mily is sitting around the Passover seder 

or dressed up for Purim. This display has now 

become a focal p oint in the lobby, and, in a 

humorous way, expresses the underlying Jewish 

values of the Jewish Co mmunity Center. 

Another typical aspect of ambiance in the 

places we studied was a centrally located kosher 

cafe. The cafe can also become the locus for 

other kinds of informal social programming. 

if3 



O ne Center is in the process of setting up a 

sound system to pump Jewish music into the 

halls. Most have gift sho ps that m arket Jewish 

games, n ovelties, books, tapes, and ritual 

objects. A few have established Halls of Fame or 

other exhibits to honor Jewish sports heroes. 

Many sprinkle posters of Israel or other Jewish 

themes thro ugho ut the bu ilding. 

Jewish Education in JCCs 

The program catalogues produced by some 

Centers include Hebrew translations fo r the 

vario us activities and divisio ns of the Cen ter. 

The prominence given to the Jewish educational 

act ivities a nd the separate fl yers produced for 

those acti vit ies also send a message Lo the poten­

tial consumer about the importance of these 

aspects of the ICC's to tal program. 
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Toward An Educational Philosophy 
for the JCC Movement: 
Poi1its of Consensus and 
U11resolved Quest ions 

As was mentioned previously in Lhis repon, no 

uniform philosophy of Jewish education charac­

terizes the entire Center field. Nonetheless, a 

kind of "th eory-in-use" 28 informs the work of 

Lhe staff a11d the perspecLives of the lay leader­

ship that we observed. Indeed, the JGC theory 

of Judaism and Jewish ed11Jcation has undergone 

significant deepening and increasing sophistica­

tion over the last ten to fifteen years. Notable 

are the two COMJEE reports; the numerous 

continental task forces and local board retreats; 

the seminars for staff and lay leaders; and several 

intensive trai ning programs, particularly for 

up-and-coming executives. The sheer volume 

of discussion, both written and oral, has pro­

duced and disseminated a philosophy of Jewish 

education in the JGC movement. It consists of 

several key elements, the most prominent of 

which we describe below. 

Judaism Can Be Enjoyable 

First, Jewish education in the JCC world takes 

place in an environment that is informal, 

relaxed, and recreational. Members feel good 

abouL Lheir JCCs. Cen ters seem less fraught with 

the kind o f ideological and emotional weighti­

ness present in other Jewish institutio ns, such 

as synagogues, day schools, or Federations. The 

Center is a n institutio n in which one can swi m 

in a beautiful pool, take yoga and dance classes, 

sing in a chorus, hear noted Jewish authors and 

scho lars lecture, swdy in a Mel lon Mini-School 

A PHILO S OPHY FOR 
JEWISH EDUCATION IN JCCs 

o r Derekh Torah class every week, and to which 

you can send your children lo summer camp. 

As such, it is a powerful and attractive place. 

Yet al the same time, Cenlers, at their edu­

cationally effective best, realize that if Judaism is 

only fun, then members may start to ask, "Why 

should one sacrifice time, energy, emotion, and 

resources for it?" 29 While Centers beckon to 

people with the notion that Judaism is enjoyable 

(the not-so-subliminal message found in the 

)CC publicity literature), Center educators often 

speak about the need to promulgate the idea 

lhat Judaism is a lso "serious," that it offers mo re 

Lhan Lhe pediatric variety er.countered by so 

many Jews who ceased their formal Jewish 

education in their early teens. 

Introductory Judaism for the Many, 
Advanced Judaism for the Few 

Beyond the idea that Judaism can be enjoyable, 

JCCs have built their educa1io n around a parti cu­

lar focus-introductory Judaism. JCCs recognize 

1hat they can readily appeal lo the most tentative 

or ambivalent Jews, or seekers and newcomers. 

Unlike synagogues, JCCs pose few ideological 

barriers, religious demands, or expectatio ns of 

liturgical competence tha t may inhibit newcom­

ers from crossing the threshold. Leaders in the 

Center movement point out that JCC Jewish 

education strives to be highly participatory and 

welcoming. Such education may help create 

introductory opportun ities for those who take 

advantage of it, and it may also serve as a feeder 

for Jewish educatio n offered by synagogues. 

Rather than centers' serving an essentia lly 

u111affilia1ed population, the National Jewish 
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Population Survey o f 1990 showed that 72 

percent of members of JCCs are a lso members of 

synagogues. The possibility for a connection 

between the world o f the JCC and the world of 

the synagogue should not be underestimated. 

AL the same time, educationally effective 

Centers strive to balance their emphasis on intro­

ductory Judaism with offerings that appeal to 

the learned and committed. Though clearly a 

much smaller constituency than the targets fo r 

e lementary fo rms of Jewish learning, the partici­

pants in more demanding and sophisticated 

educational programs serve to enrich the Center's 

ambiance, program, and staff. By their com mit­

ment and knowledge, such participants legiti­

mate ongoing study for staff and other members 

a like. In essence they give the message: If you 

begin your Jewish studies now, here is a model 

of what you could attain. 

The JCC as Gateway 

Consistent with their emphasis on introductory 

Judaism, Center profess ionals see their Cen ters 

serving as gateways to Judaism generally, and 

more specifically to other Jewish institutions 

such as synagogues and day schools. This is not 

to say that Centers see themselves as subordi­

nate to those other institutions. Rather they view 

themselves as especially suited to bringing 

formerly uninvolved or unaffiliated Jews into the 

network of Jewish institutional and communal 

life. In this regard, Centers a re able to capitalize 

on the auachment of certain population groups 

to the )CC for specific services-in particular, 

preschool parents. No professiona l with whom 

we spoke saw the Center as the only institution 

with which lews should be involved, but many 

referred to the ability of the Center to serve as 

the chronologically fi rs t institution for young 
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adult Jews. If the Center's Jewish educational 

efforts succeed, then these newly affiliated Jews 

will a lso find o ther areas of involvement in the 

home and community. 

The New Jewish Neighborhood 

Jewish Comm unity Centers are seen as surro­

gate Jewish neighborhoods. One JCC educator 

pointed out Lhat especially in suburbia, where a 

centralized phys ical neighborhood is hard to 

define, the JCC can act as a replacement for the 

#main street" that no longer exists. In that sense 

the Center becomes a positive a lternative to the 

shopping mall, the suburban pseudo-neighbor­

hood that social scientists have been exploring in 

recent years. The Center offers a contrast to the 

pure consumerism of the mall by having its own 

attractive, air-conditioned indoor space-with a 

food concession (kosher in this case!), healthy 

activities, and opportunities for social and 

intellectu,1I interaction in a safe environment. 

The Center entices people into a setting in 

which Jewish cultural and educatio nal activities 

can take place. Some of those aclivities may be 

what educational philosophers would call 

#accidental" learning, such as seeing the lobby dis­

plays and signs o n the wall as one heads toward 

the health club. But accidental learning may lead 

toward something more deliberate as well. 

Complementarity of the Center 
and the Synagogue 

The clear emergence of the Jewish mission of the 

Center in the past 15 years has, for a ll its positive 

dimensions, a lso engendered tensions, if not 

sometimes conflict, with rabbis and synagogues, 

who can often feel especially wary of the Centers' 

move into Jewish education. Even in 1948, the 
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Janowsky report discussed Lhe tensio n between 

these two institutio ns. All the )CC Jewish educa­

to rs, and especially those who are rabbis, repo rted 

that relations between the local syn agogue rabb is 

and the )CC educato r required a good deal of 

work. With respect to these rela tio ns, o ne Center 

educator reported "a truce" and no l much mo re. 

To be sure, the tensions between JCCs 

and synagogues are not entirely derived fro m 

ideological, cu ltural, o r stylistic differences. Both 

institutions compete fo r lim ited resources in 

the sa me communities. They seek leaders, partici­

pants, money, and recogn ition. Synagogues 

themselves compete with each other and experi­

ence some of Lhe same tensions among them­

selves that they experience with Centers. By 

strongly supporting the ed ucational mission of 

JCCs, Federa tions can and do help minimize 

po tential inleragency conflicts. 

Despite the suspicions voiced by some in 

the synagogue wo rld, we saw a genuine respect for 

synagogue Judaism and what synagogue involve­

ment can mean. Executives and Jewish educators 

in the besl practice sites were themselves person-

a Uy connected to synagogues and traditional 

Jewish rituals. They o ften volunteered their view 

that their members' Jewish lives would be incom­

plete without synagogues. A few claimed that one 

measure of their success is the speed and extent 

to which their members join and become 

involved in congregatio ns. 30 

Indeed, as an overard1iog theme, Center 

pro fessio nals spea k o f the synagogue and Center 

o perating in a complementary fas hion o n severa l 

levels. They maintain that bo th institutions serve 

to enh ance Jewish involvement but do so in 

different ways and at di ffe rent po ints in people's 

lives. Synagogues and day schools educate 

youngsters during the elementary school period 

and during the school year. Centers emphasize 

Jewish Education in JCCs 

the years before and after elementary school and, 

th rough their camps, serve school youngsters 

during the summer. 

Executives speak about certain areas ( e.g., 

celebrating life cyd e transitio ns) that are best 

left to syn agogues. So as to avoid inLruding on 

the synagogues' domain, Centers establish dearly 

articu lated boundaries. Al l the Centers we stud­

ied prohibit religious services and other functions 

(such as weddings, bar mitzvahs, etc. ) from being 

conducted at their sites.31 ln o ne communi ty, 

the Center refrains from sponsoring an adult edu­

cation institute-an area seen as tJ,e legitimate 

domain of both Centers and synagogues-so as 

nol lo compele with the institute sponsored 

by local rabbis. 

We certainly saw some positive examples 

ofJCCs connecting to local com munity institu­

tions. One community, as mentioned, now holds 

a "Jewish education fair" in which the parents of 

JCC preschool children get to meet representa­

tives from the various day and synagogue schools 

in the area. Another Cenler sponsored a JCC 

"Walk through Jerusalem" exhibit that had the 

full support of all the local synagogues and rabbis. 

The synagogues appeared as co-sponsors of the 

event and helped promote the exhibit in tJ1eir bul­

letins and th rough rabbinic sermons or announce­

ments. Still another, in ils seasonal catalogue, 

features local synagogues' adult educatio n. 

In some cases th e JCC early childhood pro­

gram sees itself as a feeder for local day schools 

or supplementary schools. Many have run pro­

grams o n choosing a synagogue. One Center 

system has experimented with whal is, in effect, a 

Center-congregation joint membership program 

fo r you ng adults. 

O ne interesting exa mple o f a Center's 

relatio nsh ip with local syn agogues was fo und in 

the catalogue o f an urban JCC. This Center sees 
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itself, in the words of its executive, as "a neutra l 

broker for the community." Its catalogue lists 

virtually all the Jewish study opLions available in 

the communi ty, irrespective of the denomina­

tional affiliatio n o f the institu Lions. Hence peo­

ple receiving Lhe JCC catalogue are also obtaining 

informatio n about the variety of synagogue offer­

ings in the neighborhood. In addition, the 

catalogue has a section called "Opportunities to 

Volunteer," in whi.ch programs offered by a vari­

ety of inslitutions-synagogues and independent, 

non-Jewish agencies-are listed for those who 

wish to volunteer their time for soup kitchens, 

ho meless she I ters, sch ool I iteracy programs, 

services to the elderly, and other such agencies. 

Even though the catalogue lists non-Jewish 

agencies as well, the fact that the listing appears 

in a JCC publicalion helps people feel that their 

volunteering experience is connected to Lheir 

identity as Jews. Moreover, the JCC staff uses 

these listings as an outreach to individuals in the 

community, a nd Lhe people that contact them 

become pan of the Center's own data base. 

In one way or another, educationally suc­

cessful Centers manage to defuse o r deflect poten­

tial conAict wilth local rabbis. Cen ters often invite 

rabbis to teach at the Center. Where genuine 

involvement proves too difficult, Centers resort 

to o ther politically astute tech niques to neutralize 

potential rabbinic oppositio n. One Center director 

recruited leading laypeople from local synagogues 

to serve on the Center board. Eventua lly, several 

of these leaders served as presidents and in oLher 

key Center positions. Clearly, Center directors and 

educators understand that they need to manage 

their relaLio ns w ith local rabbis and syn agogues. 

Some do so in o rder to minim ize the nuisance 

Lhe rabbis couM cause, and others operate out of 
a genuine respect for the impo rtance of rabbis, 
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synagogues, and religio us Judaism moire broadly. 

Of course, all this is not a one-way street. How 

rabbis, a t the ir end, relate to JCCs is outside Lhe 

purview of this paper, but it is obvious that lhe 

rela tio nship between synagogues and JCCs 

needs to go in both d ireclions. 

Israel as a Special JCC Opportunity 

ICCs have found a natural fit with Israel in a 

variety of ways. The fully e labora ted Israel-orient­

ed JCC would have the fol lowing programming 

pieces, reflecting an underlying comm itment to 

the Israel dimension. The best practice s ites all 

included various aspects of the fo llowing: 

1. Board and staff seminars to Israel. 

2. Organized travel to Israel fo r teens, 

families, singles, senior adults, etc. 

3. Classes in I lebrew and Israel-oriented 

subjects. 

4. Lectures on Israeli events and culture. 

5. Gatherings during momentous points 

in Israeli history (e.g., outbreak of l11e Intifada, 

assassination of Prime Minister Rabin). 

6. Cultural programming, such as concerts 

oflsnieli mus ic and dance, exhibitions of Israeli 

a rt and books, visits by Israeli a rtists and per­

formers, items from lsrnel in the gift slhop, Israeli 
food in the Center's ca fe. 

7 .. Hebrew signs and posters. 

8. Use of shlichim ( official Israel emis­

saries), Israel themes, I lebrew terms, e tc. in the 

camps and youth programs. 

Tile JCC movement may yet develop a 

distinctive ro le in connecting American Jews to 

Israel. In some communities, fo r example, the JGC 

is the cen tral agency fo r the community youth trip 
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to Israel and houses the s/wlialr to the communi ­

ty. The ICCA's national office has now hired a 

full -time slrlicha to focus o n enhancing the m11n­

ber of teens participating in Israel Experience 

programs for ICCs. The transdeno minatio nal 

character of the )CC mtty be particularly he lpful 

in addressing Lhe issue of Israel. The fact that the 

JCCA has an Israel o ffi ce which is a ttuned to 

issues of Jewish education also increases the like­

lihood that seminars in Israel will go beyond 

tourism experiences to indude serious Jewish 

study and reflection on educational issues. 

Intervention and Confrontation 

Beyond Lhe points of consensus described briefly 

above, we uncovered a key point of disagreement 

amo ng leading theoreticians of Lhe Center move­

ment, all of whom staunchly advocate the Jewish 

educational agenda. To simplify the argument 

greatly: they differed with respect to the extent to 

which JCCs ought to be proactive, expl icitly 

change oriented, and overtly interventionist or 

confro ntatio nal with respect to the Jewish lives 

of their members and clients. 

Jewish Community Centers, partially 

because of their his tory and partially because of 

the social work training of most o f the ir staff, have 

classically taken what we are calling a Hno ncon­

fro ntational" stance vis-a-vis their participants. 

What we are seeing in the best practice s ites, how­

ever, is a philosophic evo lution beyond the histor­

ical simplistic prohibition on confro ntation. In 

the last fifteen to twenty years the Center move­

ment has developed several- albeit diverse­

approaches that sanctio n some fo rm of educatio n­

al intervemion, while a t Lhe same time remaining 

fa ithful to the socia l work teaching 1ha1 empha­

sizes respect for individual autonomy. 

Jewish Education in JCCs 

The least confrontational approach sees the 

JCC as the Jewish neighborhood, whose purpose, 

in a phrase popularized by Barry Chaza n, is to 

"pump Jewish oxygen" into those who come 

there. The JCC His a new neighborhood of Jewish 

life." 32 The total ambiance-including the physi­

cal fea tures of the building, the concentration of 

familiar Jewish faces, the explicitly educational 

programs, and more-combine to exert a power­

fu l pro-Jewish message. This approach rejects 

atlempts to push explicitly the member or client 

in one Jewish direction or another. In the view of 

this approach, heavy-handedness may o nly back­

fire, intimidating or alienating those who may be 

interested in explo ring their Jewishness within 

the "safe" and unthreatening confines o f a ICC. 

A second model is somewhat more pro­

active. This view maintains that Lhe job of Centers 

is lo put Judaism in front of people, so that they 

come to understand that Judaism is serious and 

has something important to say to contemporary 

life. The educator has no role in pushing any 

particular perspective- people need to make their 

own choices of what to do with what they've 

learned. The Center may affirmatively push Jewish 

involvement, but it stops short of advocating 

particular choices with respect to religious belief, 

observance, o r lifestyle. 

As o ne educator s taled, "My assignmenl is to 

put Judaism out o n the table, and from there peo­

ple should make their own decisio ns abo ut what 

it would take to put this into Lheir own lives." 

Ano ther educato r remarked that his approach was 

Lo tell his students at the )CC, "J don't know what 

kind of Jew you should be-it only has to be seri­

ous." I le believes that his job is no t to be "apolo­

gelicH for Judaism, but to argue for its seriousness 

in the Cente r and in people's lives. One execu-

tive saw four Jewish goals for the Cente r: 
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seeing ongoing regular study of Jewish texts built 

into people's lives; developing in people a sense 

of Jewish curiosity; creating an environment 

where people can develop their own views on 

Jewish subjects; and using an interactive method 

in study and learning. 

A third position advocates that Center 

educators must actively ch allenge the beliefs, 

values, life choices, and religious practices of the 

people with whom they interact. In a recent 

paper expressing this more assertive approach, 

Yehie1 Poupko of Chicago wrote: 

The JCC's Jewish educational work ... 
must be accountabl e to the received 

Jewish past as expressed in the Torah 
and its classic co mmentaries. Without 
acco untab il ity to th e text, without 

gro unding in the Torah, there is no 
Jud aism, no effective Jewish civi liza­
tion, and the re is no transmission of 
Jewishness from generation to genera­
tion .... The ... question must move 

ICC work ... to presenting ·what a Jew 
ought to be." ... While !autonomy of 

the individual, tolerance, pluralism, etc.j 
are cri tical to the culture of the JCC, tJ1ey 
do not constitute Jewish education. The 
challenge before the JCC is to use tJ1ese 

assets to make Jewish education more 
possible and even more effective. JJ 

Barry Chazan terms the distinctions described 

above as those between followers of John 

Dewey and others whom he calls "essentia lists." 

Dewey's approach emphasized th e efficacy of 

providing a rich lea rning environment that 

a llowed the student to explore and learn accord­

ing to his o r he r own interests, pace, and style 

of learning. The essentia lists, in Chazan's view, 

believe it is critical to predefine the Jewish ideol­

ogy they a re teaching and to work explicitly to 

transmit that approach to Jewish life. Obviously, 
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individual programs, professionals, and staff 

members differentia lly situa te themselves some­

where along this spectrum of interventionism. 

As Centers increasingly continue to enter the 

realm of Jewis h education, the challenge of 

"confrontation" will loom as a large question. 

It goes to the heart of the ICC's educational mis­

sion and it will help define the kinds o f activities 

in which Center do o r do not engage. Working 

out a stance in regard to this issue will necessari ­

ly form an important element in an evolving 

approach to Jewish education throughout the 

JCC movement 

Religious Education in JCCs? 

The issues raised above touch upo n a more fu nda­

mental queslion about Lhe role of the Center 

as a Jewish educational insti tutio n: Can Jewish 

education in JCCs be religious educa tio n? As long 

as Centers dealt only with social, recreational, 

and some cultural activities, this question was 

essentially moot. The Centers represented a secu­

lar, or at least a nondenominational, approach to 

being Jewish. But with the Center's engagement 

with Jewish education, the question of the reli­

gious character of that education is hard to avoid. 

When Centers functio n as Jewish educationa l 

institutions, are they providing a way of being 

Jewish that differs from that o ffered by the 

synagogue, or are they providing a way of learn­

ing about Judaism and a path to Jewish involve­

ment that resembles synagogues' religious 

Judaism? Or, to state the question in its broadest 

terms, what is the goal of Jewish education in 

the world of Jewish Community Centers? 

Most Jewish educa tio n in No11h America is 

specifically religious in nature, even when it takes 

place outside of the synagogue. For example, even 
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in so-called community day schools (i.e., those 

with no particular religious affiliation), boys are 

required to wear kippot during text s tudy. t hese 

nondenominationa l schools still conduct religious 

sell'Vices, often daily. Most Jewish summer camps 

sponsor prayer services as well. 

Where does the Jewish Community Center 

stand in this regard? Is the Center an alternative 

purveyor of Jewish re ligio us educatmon, specia liz­

ing in areas where all denominations can agree? 

Or are Centers recasting the religious tradition 

in secular or cultura l te rms, in much the same 

way as many Israelis observe Jewish holidays and 

customs as a function of their belonging to a 

Jewish society? 

In some ways, Centers are similar to com­

munity day schools in their attitudes, with most 

o f the Jewish educators in JCCs viewing them­

selves as re ligious educato rs who happen to be 

working (and are pleased to be working) in a 

multi- or no ndeno minatio nal setting. For them, 

the Center offers an opportunity to reach other­

wise unreached o r even unreachabl,e Jews and 

to involve them in some form of genuine 

(read: re ligio us) Judaism. 

By way of contrast, some Center profession­

als view the )CC as an autonomous, essential 

institution that provides opportunities for Jewish 

involvement that complement the synagogue. 

According to this view, JCCs fulfill roles that other 

ins titutions such as synagogu es simply canno t. 

These might indude providing Jewish ans festi­

valls, adult learning centers, and early childhood 

programs-programs that either a re unavailable 

through synagogues or are conducted in a too 

tho roughly religious environment to suit the 

taste of many )CC members. 

Jewish Education in JCCs 

This view could lead to a truly secular ideol­

ogy for the )CC. Perhaps this position is simply 

foreign to No rth American think ing, but certai nly 

one finds versions of a secular Jewish ideology 

both in Israe l (for obvious reasons) and in Latin 

America. Indeed, in Latin America the Jewish 

Community Center is a powerful secular institu­

tion in the community, mo re powerful in many 

ways than the synagogu e. We need to point out 

that secular Judaism is a live and serious a lterna­

tive in Latin America, far more so than in the 

United States. Many American Jews may be secu­

larized, but their Latin American counterparts are 

secularists. As such, they lend a positive Jewish 

ideological character to their JCCs. 

Is an overtly secular Jewish education feasi­

ble or even desirable in the Diaspora? Should 

the JCC position itself as the locus for secular 

Judaism, an explicit alternative to synagogue/ 

religious Judaism? Is another major Jewish 

denomination emerging a1ound the JCCs, one 

consonant with the individua lism, personalism, 

and voluntarism of American Jewry? In light 

of the Center movement's bid Lo become a majo r 

player in the world of Jewish educatio n, these 

questions merit renewed attention. 

Conditions Conducive 
to Success 

Directors of Centers with a reputation for success 

in Jewish education tend to believe tha t any Center 

ca n adopt a po licy of commitment to Jewish 

education. Some, however, are not so sure. They 

a rgue that resources for success in Jewish educatio n 

are not universally avai lable. Is success in Jewish 

education possible everywhere? Or are cenain 

ingredients essential- or lacking-in certain 

communitjes? 
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In fact, the truth lies somewhere between 

these two starkly framed alternatives. Centers vary 

widely in the underlying conditio ns that are con­

ducive to the Jewish educational agenda. What is 

possible or even likely in one place may be simply 

unach ievable. else.where. However, all Centers 

possess some of the necessary resources. We 

saw exa mples of Jewish educational success in 

Centers located in a variety of communities. 

What a re the conditions that seem to have 

the greatest impact on Jewish educational 

success? 

They include th€ fo llowing: 

1. Being located in a strong Jewish 

community. 

2 . Having a secu re executive. 

3. Having reasonable financial security. 

4. Having a supportive. local Jewish 

Fede.ration. 

5 . Large s ize ( as measured by budget 

and s taff). 

To elaborate upon the first condition, Jewish 

communities differ markedly in size, recency of 

migratio n, and rates of affi liation. Communities 

with la rge numbers of recently arrived Jews rarely 

experience high rates of affil iation. We were struck 

witJ1 how many of the. Centers we visited are 

located in relatively strong le.wish communities. 

We were a lso s truck by the lo ng tenu re o f 

the executive in these places. Most had been in 

the same job ten to fifteen years o r mo re. Some­

how, we surmise, the ir lo ngevity may provide 

them with the political capital and credib ility to 

undertake a serious commitment to Jewish 

education. The executive who pushed for Jewish 

educatio n, especially in the la te 1970s and early 

1980s, is o ne who fe ll secure enough in his or 

her positio n lo advocate a po licy direction tha t 
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was, at least then, innovative and that is always 

difficult to justify in terms of the financial 

bottom line. 

(To be sure, as these executiv,es noted, only 

a Cente r concerned with higher values, such as 

those embodied in a Jewish educationa l commit­

ment, is apt lo engender tJ1 e. type of involvement 

a nd a llegiance from major supporters necessary 

to sustain and expand tJ,e Center's operations. 

In o ther words, what may seem costly in the short 

run may be fiscally prudent in the llong term.) 

A parallel argu ment may be made for the 

contribution tJ1at financia l stability makes to 

launching and sustaining a Jewish educational 

agenda. In our travels we saw that none of the 

Centers we visited were awash with a ll the funds 

they could use, but we did sense a feeling of 

fiscal confidence. Directors w ith whom we met 

conveyed the idea that they were successfu l 

fund-raisers and budget managers who could 

raise reasonable sums for needed sustenance o r 

expansion of the Jewish educational p rogram . 

A related issue is the relative prominence 

and influence of lay leadership. JCC board 

members and the d irectors in the sites we visited 

general ly projected great satisfaction with the 

extent to which they are able to elicit the sup­

port of the local Federation. JCCs certainly per­

ceive themselves as favorably situated vis-a-vis 

Federatio ns specifically and the local Jewish 

institutional complex gene.ra lly. 

This situatio n differed from that found in 

some communities, where Federations view their 

local JCCs as competing with them for resources 

( e.g., participants in Israel travel gro ups). Obvi­

ously, Cente rs succeed more readily in the Jewish 

educational sphere if their respective Federations, 

for whatever reason, see Jewish educatio n as a 

legi timate and necessary functio n of their JCCs 
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ralher Lhan seeing Centers as yeL another 

competitor. 

Finally, larger Centers manage to invest 

more heavily in Jewish education. Sheer s ize 

means that the start-up fonds necessary for per­

sonnel o r program are re latively easy to locate. 

Smaller Centers certainly are capable of maintain­

ing educationally effective operations (indeed, 

we witnessed some in action). I [owever, Jewis h 

educational effectiveness d emands certain basic 

Jewish Education in JCCs 

building blocks (e.g., a full-time Jewish educator, 

in-service training for staff, board semina rs in 

Israel, etc.}, each of which is easier to come by 

where there is a larger budget and staff, and 

resources can be more easily shifted. 

All five indicators, in one way or another, 

point to institutional strengLh. In short, stronger 

JCCs-however measured-seem more able and 

ready to invest in a policy of effective Jewish 

education. 
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Significant Achievements, 
But Major Challenges Remain 

We come away from o ur study of Jewish educa­

tional excellence in Jewish Community Centers 

with somewhat contradictory reactio ns: We are 

both impressed and chastened . We are impressed 

with the sheer extent of investment in Jewish edu­

cational programming and with the possibilities 

for serious education in the JCC context. As we 

noted early o n in this report, we embarked upon 

this study somewhat skeplical about whether 

good Jewish education could even take place a t a 

JCC. After seeing these examples of educational 

excellence, we are convinced that such education 

is possible and, indeed, is taking place right 

now-and not just in the six Centers we chose 

to visit. 

At the same time, we are indeed chastened 

by the sheer enormity of the task of tryi ng to 

change the JCC institutional culture and redirect 

the thinking of the staff. We met with some 

extremely impressive executive d irectors, all of 

whom expressed a deep commitment to the 

Jewish educatio nal mission. All had been in their 

positions for many years, in some cases as many 

as two decades o r more. Yet, in part re0ecting 

their commitment to excellence and in part 

reflecting the dynamic processes of change in 

Centers now underway, none was fully satisfied 

with the current state of Jewish educatio n in 

their respective Centers. One may excel in strate­

gic thinking or staff development. Another may 

sponsor an extraordinary adult education pro­

gram. Another may be justifiably proud o f its 

preschool o r its camp. Everywhere we saw signs 

of progress, both in the recent past and anticipat­

ed in the near future. But nowhere could we 

T II E CONCL U S I ON 
JEWISH EDUCATION IN JCCs 

point to an entire institution with all its compo­

nents producing at peak or near-peak educa­

tional capacity. 

The recent entry of Centers into the Jewish 

educational field means two things: Much has 

been accomplished in a short lime, but much 

remains to be done. Taken in their entirety, as the 

directors themselves readily admit, Centers are 

still a long way off from the time when a com mit­

ment to high-quality Jewish education is a routine 

and long-standing element in the Center ethos. 

In fact, o ne could argue that the dissatisfaction of 

directors with the current state o f Jewish educa­

tion in their Centers- a phenomeno n that typifies 

good Jewish educators in all contexts-is itself an 

element of best practice. With respect to Jewish 

education, Centers are still in a stage of transition, 

and good directors recognize that circumstance. 

For all the talent, commitment, and pro­

gress, some of our interviewees wondered out 

loud about the extent and depth of their educa­

tional impact. In a Cen ter of 10,000 or I 1,000 

members, what percentage of the membership 

is actually being affected? One Center execu tive 

told us, for example, that he believed about 

1,500 people a year participated in some form 

of Jewish educational program. Is that a large 

number or a small o ne? The answer depends a 

good deal on the particular observer's own point 

of view. At about 10 percent of his membership 

population, it may seem small ( especially since 

it includes people who are both studying every 

week in a class and those who appear once a 

year). Of course, one canno t ignore the likeli­

hood that Centers exert a more subtle, pervasive 

effect, as Chazan's "Jewish oxygenN position 

would argue. Lf so, then the Jewish educational 
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impact of educationally effective JCCs extends 

well beyond the fraction who, in any one year, 

participate directly in their Jewish educatio nal pro­

grams. But even if 10 percent is an accurate esti­

mate for a Center with one of the most advanced 

adult education programs on the continent, and 

even if o nly half that number characterizes many 

o ther Centers, we cann ot ignore the fact that 

adult Jewish education is a "hard sell " eveiywhere. 

Federation-sponsored, community-wide programs 

enroll very small percentages of their putative 

constituency (all Jewish adults in a given locale), 

as do synagogues for their constituencies 

(i.e., membership). 

However, numbers alo ne may not be 

that signifi cant. As on e Center educator told us, 

"There is a need to build cells, small groups, of 

15 to 25 people, rather than big lectures. " He 

thinks the small intimate groups are the way to 

engage people with Judaism. "If we get hung up 

on big numbers, we'll get killed." He thinks there 

are o ther ways to affect large numbers of people, 

but he doesn't think energy shou ld be invested 

in programming for large numbers of people. 

To what extent can Centers realistically 

aspire to significamly influence large numbers 

o f people? From a cost-benefit perspective (the 

most Jewish educational impact for the smallest 

investment of time and money), is it in fact 

wiser to ta rget small groups rather than design 

programs to touch large numbers of Jews? 

F rom Programs to Strategy 

These, of course, are not the o nly questions 

being raised by senior professional and lay lead­

ership a t Centers with a history of commitment 

to Jewish education. In fact, one e lement of good 

practice we witnessed was a pattern of strategic 

thinking. That is, senio r staff had given serious 
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thought not merely to the most effective ways 

of planning particular programs, but to the la rger 

questions of Jewish educational impact. Most 

broadly, they were asking how the Center could 

exert the greatest impact, on which population 

groups, and in what fash ion . 

Senior staff spoke of the efforts they had 

invested in formulating and debating mandates 

and policies, both with other staff and with key 

board members. Some have developed a "culture 

of writing." That is, some Centers-or, perhaps 

more accurately, some professionals-are given 

to setting their thoughts down in writing and 

submiuing them to cri tical scrutiny of other staff 

members in their agency, their laypeople, and, 

more broadly, the Center movement and Jewish 

communal professionals through a variety of 

professional outlets. The writing of a mission 

statement, a set of guidelines fo r a preschool, a 

curriculum, or a staff orientation manual be­

comes a n occasion to generate thoughtful debate 

in the agency. Indeed, we were excited and 

impressed to see these discussions underway. 

The questions that have been addressed by 

some of the most sophisticated thinkers in the 

area of Jewish education in the JCC world, taken 

together, constitute an agenda for further reflec­

tion and deliberation by a broader group of key 

JCC policy makers, both lay and professional. 

ln addiLion, they constitute an appropria te 

conclusion lo this investigation: 

1. Who is the constituency for )CC 

educational efforts? Is it the entire local Jewish 

community, o r just the members or clients of 

JCC services? 

2. Within that constituency, which groups 

are the most worthy targets of Jewish ed ucatio nal 

efforts? Who is most like ly to combine the 

fo llowing characteristics: They are accessible to 

the JCC; they are a menable to Jewish growth; and 
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they are underdeveloped in terms of their Jewish 

knowledge and commiu11en t. 

3 . What o ught to be the Jewish identity 

and knowledge requirements in hiring and retain­

ing staff? Should different standards apply for 

staff in different departments or at different 

levels of authority? 

4. What son s of Judaic demands of the 

staff are legitimate, which are most effective, and 

which are most usefu l? 

5. To what extent may (and should) a 

)CC and its staff intervene in the Jewish lives o f 

their constituencies? How aggressive in promot­

ing Jewish involvement can they be? And how 

aggressive should they be? 

6 . What type of Judaism is the )CC work­

ing lo "market"? ls it "introduction to Jewish 

religion-you pick the denomination" or is it a 

nascent and emerging form of American secular 

Judaism? 

7. To what extent can the JCCA produce 

models that can be widely adopted? The success 

of Derekh Torah, Melton Mini-Schools, Israel 

Educational Semin ars fo r p rofessionals and 

board members, and the various senior staff 

d evelopment programs34 run by JCCA suggests 

several o the r possibili ties. Examples include 

m odel curricula for preschools and camps, 

as well as in-service staff develop ment. In short, 

how ca n the JCCA in conjunctio n with founda-
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tions and others with the ability to reach beyond 

a s ingle Center further the cause of Jewish 

educatio n in the JCC movement? 

8. Fina lly, what are the characteristics of 

the surrounding Jewish community that support 

the Jewish educational mission of the )CC, and 

how may JCCs operate to modify o r adjust to 

the ir environments? 

Undoubtedly o ther important questions 

have been raised ·111 this report. We hope and trust 

that opinion molders and leaders within the JCC 

movement will be moved to take some of these 

challenges seriously and deliberate carefully on the 

questions we have raised, both immediately above 

and throughout the report. The demands of the 

present hour require the best resources of the 

Jewish community-lo engage young people in 

explo ring what a meaningful Jewish life might 

mean; to transmit Jewish knowledge, ski!Js, and 

attitudes; lo help families, teenagers, and senior 

adults find social engagement and spiritual mean­

ing; and to create communities of friendship 

and concern. The Jewish Community Center has 

long played a central role in the lives of North 

American Jews. As Jews grapple with deep con­

cerns about our situation today, JCCs are a 

precious resource that can be engaged in the 

service of a Jewish future. In the best practice sites 

observed for this report, we saw the exciting 

beginnings of that very effort. 
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Notes 

18. Ligh tfoot, The Good High School, p. 323. 

19. Steve n M. Cohen, "The 1989-90 JCCA Executive 
Fellows Program " (New York: JCCA, 1993). 

20 . CO MJEE II, p. 18-19. 

21. Susan Wall, "Parents of Preschoolers: T/reir 
Jewish Identities and lmplicmions for Jewis/r Education· 
(unpublis hed doctoral disserta tion, Jewish Theolo­
gical Seminary of America, New York: 1994 .) 

22. See t he impo rtant studies by: (a) RutJ1 Ravid 
and Marvell Ginsburg, "The Effect of Jewish Early 
Childhood Educatio n o n Jewish I lome Practice," 
Jewish Education, vol. 53, n o. 3 (Fall 1985); (b) Ruth 
Pinkenson Feldma n, The Impact of Jewish D11y Care 
Experiences 011 Parental Jewis/r Identity (New York: 
American Jewish Committee, 1988) . 

23. For exam ple, in a stud y of educators in three 
Nonh American communities, only 10 percent of 
preschool teachers were certified in Jewish education 
and only 4 percent had majored in Jewish studies 
in college. See the Policy Brief on the Bacllgro11nd and 
Training of Teachers in Jewis/r Sc/rools (New York: 
CIJE, 1994) for more o n Judaica knowledge of 
preschool tead1ers. 

24. Ph ilip Jackson, Life i11 Cln.ssrooms (New York: 
Ho lt, Rinehart, Winston, 1968}. 

25. H. A. Alexander and Ia n Russ, "What We Know 
About . . . Youth Programming," in Kelman, 
W/ra t We Know Abollt Jewish Education. 

26. In addi tio n this Center runs an unusual visiting 
scho lar a nd artist program, which brings five different 
people into the community over the course of th e 
year to speak and teach bo th at the JCC and a t local 
synagogu es and Federation. 
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27. For more on this to pic see Jane Perman, 
Enhancing the Jewish Ambiance of Yo ur }CC 
(New York: JCCA, 1992). 

2 8. Chris Argyris a nd Donald A. Schon, T/reory in 
Practice (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1974). 

2 9. Fo r more o n this, see Barry W. Holtz, W1iy Be 
Jewish? (New York: American lewish Committee, 
1993). 

30. A recent issue (Fall 1995) of ]CC Circle, the 
magazine published by the Jewish Co mmunity 
Centers Association, includes a feature describing a 
number of positive exam ples of syn agogue-Center 
relationships. 

3 1. The only except ion that we know of is the 92ndl 
Street Yin New York City, which runs High Holiday 
services on its premises. I lowever, this appears to 
be a long-standing tradition tha t has been accepted 
by the local rabbis for many years. 

32 . Barry Chazan, "A Late December Day in the JCC," 
in Chazan and Charendoff, Jewish Ed11catio11 and ilie 
Jewis/r Comm1mity Cemer. 

33. Yehiel Poupko, "Towards an Ideology of Jewish 
Education in Jewish Community Centers," pp. 23-28 

in Chazan and Charendoff, Jewish Education and tire 
Jewish Community Center. 

34. These include the Wexner Con 1inuing Jewish 
Education Program for JCC Executives and the 
Mandel Executive Education Progra m. 
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