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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education
Best Practices Project
Best Practice in the Supplementary School

INTRODUCTION
Barry W. Hoitz

What is the Best Practices Project?

In describing its "blueprint for the future,” A Time to Act, the report of the Commis-
sion on Jewish Education in North America, called for the creation of "an inventory of best
educational practices in North America" (p. 69).

The primary purpose of this inventory is to aid the Council for Initiatives in Jewish
Education (CIJE), particularly as it works with the three "Lead Communities” chosen in the
fall of 1992: Atlanta, Baltimore and Milwaukee. As these Lead Communities—- "local
laboratories for Jewish education,” in the words of A Time to Act-- devise their educational
plans and put these plans into action, the Best Practices inventory will offer a guide to Jewish
educational success that can be adapted for use in particular Lead Communities.

In addition, the Best Practices Project can be seen as a research project which hopes to
make an important contribution to the knowledge base about North American Jewish education
by documenting outstanding educational work that is currently taking place.

What do we mean by "best practice”? The contemporary literature in general education
points out that seeking perfection when we examine educational endeavors will offer us little
assistance as we try to improve actual practice. In an enterprise as complex and multifaceted
as education, these writers argue, we should be looking to discover "good" not ideal practice.
As Joseph Reimer describes this in his paper for Commission, these are educational projects
which have weaknesses and do not succeed in all their goals, but which have the strength to
recognize the weaknesses and the will to keep working at getting better. “Good" educational
practice, then, is what we seek to identify for Jewish education, models of excellence.
Another way of saying it is that we are looking to document the "success stories” of con-
temporary Jewish education.

In having such an index the Council would be able to offer both encouragement and
programmatic assistance to the particular Lead Community asking for advice. The encourage-
ment would come through the knowledge that good practice does.exist out in the field in many
aspects of Jewish education. By viewing the Best Practice of "X" in one location, the Lead
Community could receive actual programmatic assistance by seeing a living example of the
way that "X" might be implemented in its local setting.

We should be clear, however, that the effective practical use of the best practices
project is a complex matter. Knowing that a best practice exists in one place and even seeing
that program in action does not guarantee that the Lead Communities will be able to succeed in
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implementing it in their localities, no matter how good their intentions. What makes a cur-
ricnlum work in Denver or Cleveland is connected to a whole collection of factors that may
not be in place when we try to introduce that curriculum in Atlanta, Baltimore or Milwaukee.
The issue of translation from the Best Practice site to the Lead Community site is one which
will require considerable imagination. I will try to indicate some ways that such translation
may occur at the end of this introductory essay.

Of course there is no such thing as "Best Practice” in the abstract, there is only Best
Practice of "X" particularity: the supplementary school, JCC, curriculum for teaching Israel,
etc. The first problem that the Best Practices Project had to face was defining the areas which
the inventory would want to have as its particular categories. Thus we could have cut into the
problem in a number of different ways. We might, for example, have looked at some of the
"sites” in which Jewish education takes place such as:

--Supplementary schools

--Day Schools

--Trips to Israel

--Barly childhood programs

--JCCs

--Adult Education programs

Or we could have focused on some of the subject areas which are taught in such sites:
- Bible

-- Hebrew

-- Israel

Or we could have looked at the specific populations served:
~- adults

-~ children

-- retired people

There were numerous other possibilities as well.

Our answer to the question of cutting into the problem of best practices in Jewish
education was to focus on the venues in which Jewish education is conducted. Eight different
areas were identified: supplementary schools, early childhood programs (which take place in
many different places) JCCs, day schools, the Israel experience, college campus programming,
camping/youth programs, and adult education. Obviously there are other areas that could have
been included and there were other ways of organizing the project. We chose, for example to
include Family Education within the relevant areas above-- i.e. family education programs
connected to synagogue schools, day schools, JCCs. etc. We could have identified it as a
separate area. We later chose fo add a ninth area called "community-wide initiatives.” These
were programs usually based in a BJE or Federation which aimed in a communal way to have
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a large scale impact on Jewish education-- such as a plan to relate teacher’s salaries to in-
service education credits.

Best Practice in the Supplementary School: The Process

The first area that the Best Practices Project chose to work on was the supplementary
school primarily because we knew that a) there was a general feeling in the community,
particularly in the lay community, that the supplementary school had not succeeded; b) bec-
ause the majority of Jewish children get their education in the supplementary school and bec-
ause of the perception of failure, the Lead Communities would almost certainly want to
address the "problem" of the supplementary school.

A group of experts was gathered together to ciscuss the issue of best practice in the
supplementary school. (The list of names appears in Appendix IT of this introduction.) Based
on that meeting and other consultations we developed a Guide to Best Practice in the Sup-
plementary School. The Guide represented the wisdom of experts concerning success in the
supplementary school. We did not expect to find schools that "scored high" in every measure
in the Guide, but the Guide was to be used as a kind of outline or checklist for writing the
report.

A team of report writers was assembled and the following assignment was given to the
team: using the Guide to Best Practice in the Supplementary School, locate good schools or
good elements or programs within schools that might be able to "stand alone” (such as a parent
education program or prayer curriculum) even if the school as a whole would not fit our
definition of a best practice site.

We believed that working in this fashion we would be likely to get reliable results in a
reasonable amount of time. We also knew from the outset that the Best Practices Project was
created to fulfill a need. We did not have the luxury or the inclination to create a research
project that would have to wait many years before its results could be made available. The
model that we have employed is based on the informed opinion of expert observers. The
reports that our researchers wrote were, with one exception, based on a relatively short amount
of time spent in the particular schools-- although all of the researchers had had some previous
knowledge (sometimes quite extensive) about the school or synagogue being studied.t In
general we tried to use researchers who began the process with a "running start”: They had
some familiarity with the school they were looking at to begin with and could use that prior
knowledge to move the process along quickly.

tThe "one exception™ was Professor Joseph Reimer whose report was based on a long-term
research project that he in conducting into two successful synagogue schools.



The Reports: An Overview

The best practice reports represent a range of synagogues, schools and geographical
locations. In general the focus is on the school as a whole, rather than "stand alone” programs.
Our sense was that the key to success in the supplementary school tended to be a wholistic
approach, especially because of the part-time nature of the enterprise.

The congregations vary in size and wealth. Some of the schools are located within
large congregations which simultaneously run a whole host of programs, including early child-
hood programs and day schools. The ability of the supplementary school in these congrega-
tions to "compete" with other institutions, especially the day school, is particularly
noteworthy.

We believe that these reports can offer serious assistance to the Lead Communities, and
others seeking to improve the quality of Jewish education in North America, but we also know
that more work can and should be done. We view the reports included in the present volume
as the first "iteration,” in the language of social science researchers—- the first step in a process
that needs to evolve over time. How might that research develop? We can see two ways:
first, the research can broaden. We have only included a handful of schools in this report.
The simple fact is we have no idea how many successful supplementary schools are currently
operating in North America. We have certainly heard our share of bad news about the
Hebrew school over the past twenty-five years, but we have heard very little about the success
stories. It is likely that the number is small, nonetheless, it is clear that this "first edition” of
the Supplementary School volume has touched only a few examples.

In an effort to plan for widening the net of possible sites, at the time of our first
exploration of supplementary schools, we sent a letter to all the members of the CUE Senior
Advisers committee asking for their suggestions. In addition, we sent a similar letter to con-
tacts within CAJE. Because of these initiatives we now have a list of 20 to 30 supplementary
school that we might want to investigate in the next stage of Best Practice in the Sup-
plementary School. We should note, however, that such an investigation would likely be more
time-consuming than the first round. Here we will not have the advantage-- at least in most
cases-- of the prior knowledge of the sites that our current researchers brought with them to
the task.

A second way of expanding the research in the supplementary school area would be in
the "depth" of the current reports. Many of the report writers have said that they would like
the chance to look at their best practice examples in more detail than the short reports have
allowed. I have called this the difference between writing a "report” and writing a "portrait”
or study of an institution.* As further iterations «f the Supplementary School volume
develop, we would like to see more in-depth portraits of schools and programs.

$The most well-known example of the "portrait" approach is Sara Lawrence Lightfoot’s book
The Good High School (Basic Books, 1983.)
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plementary school will have a much lower status than the day school when both are housed
within the same synagogue, in these two examples we see supplementary schools which are
successful and profoundly appreciated by their congregations.

How does the supplementary school become a valued institution? It is obvious from
the best practice reports that the key player in bringing this about is the rabbi of the congrega-
tion. Virtually every best practice report talks about the investment of time, prestige and inter-
est of the synagogue’s rabbi. If we are to begin to improve the quality of the supplementary
school, we must engage the rabbis in an effort to raise the stature and importance of the con-
gregation’s school.

Lay leadership also has an important role to play here, as the best practice reports point
out quite clearly, and that leads us to the second element of working on the system: the
stakeholders in the synagogue must be involved in an ongoing conversation about the goals and
mission of the school. When the report writers talk about schools which are "driven” by their
goals (see, for just one example among many, the report on "Temple Bnai Zion"), which have
a clear sense of their "vision" (see, for example, "Congregation Reyim,” a school with a very
different vision from Bnai Zion, and which succeeds with a similar impact.) The best practice
reports indicate that schools which work are places that continually try to find ways to involve
the key participants in ongoing reflection upon and discussion about the goals of the school.

Finally, best practice schools are places that view their schools as one part of a much
larger context. These are places that see the synagogue as a whole as an educating com-
munity. In such places we are more likely to see the integration of the formal program (the
"school") with a variety of informal programs-- such as camps, shabbatonim, family retreats,
trips to Israel, holiday programs, tzedakah programs, arts programs, etc.

Implications and Possible Recommendations

If we want to have an impact on the supplementary school we need to begin with the
rabbis. It seems that a program of consciousness-raising and practical skills development for
rabbis in the Lead Community would make a great deal of sense. Such a program could be
developed through the national rabbinic organizations (RCA, RA, CCAR, RRA) or indepen-
dent of them. It might include visits to the best practice sites and meetings with the rabbis in
those synagogues.

A similar program for lay leaders could also be launched. Here the ideas learned from
the best practice reports could be studied and explored, so that lay leaders could come to
understand the educational principles that make for success in the area of the supplementary
school.

3. The I eader is Crucial

If there is one thing shared by all the best practice schools, it is the key role of leader-
ship in creating quality. In most cases the leader is the educational director; in one small
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synagogue ("Ohavei Shalom Congregation"), it was the rabbi in particular, These leaders
provide continuity, build morale, work with the rabbi and lay leadership on issues of status
and vision and many other things as well. In addition such a leader can help turn around a
school that needs to change ("Emeth Temple™). It is the principal who helps define the institu-
tion as oriented toward problem-solving and not defeatism and, it appears, the principal also
seems to be an important factor in maintaining a school without significant "discipline”
problems.

The people described here can all be characterized as educational leaders. They see
their role not primarily as administrative or organizational, but as educational in a variety of
ways. For some it takes the path of supervision and in-service education; for others it is by
being inspirational or spiritual models; for others it is in pedagogic creativity, programming or
curricular improvements. There is no one single way to be an educational leader, but it is hard
to imagine a successful school, based on these reports, which would not have that kind of
professional leadership.

Implications and Possible Recommendations

Of course, saying that a supplementary school needs an educational leader is a good
deal easier than finding such a person. But knowing the importance of leadership can lead to a
number of important practical suggestions: a)} when hiring an educational director, seek out a
person who can provide leadership appropriate to an educational institution, not just someone
who is a good administrator. Such a consideration should influence the kinds of questions that
are asked in an interview or solicited from recommendations. b) Investing in leadership means
finding ways for educational directors to attend serious, ongoing training programs that can
help them grow as leaders. c) Consultants who know about educational leadership develop-
ment can help schools improve by working with . d) Places might want to develop peer groups
or paired tutorials for education directors. Having a serious opportunity to grow as a profes-
sional can be enhanced by peer groups which are well-designed to focus on important educa-
tional issues or by having pairings of principals who could meet on a regular basis. Such
groups could be organized denominationally or on the basis of the size and type of institution.
Professional consultation and training could come from a mixture of national service institu-
tions (UAHC, United Synagogue, etc.), institutions for higher Jewish learning (YU, JTS,
HUC, etc.) and institutions from the world of general education such as universities, training
organizations, or professional societies.

4, Invest in Teachers

Despite the importance of systems and the centrality of leadership, in the end schools
succeed or fail because of what happens in the individual classroom. The best practice schools
are all characterized by an emphasis on the teacher’s key role. In different ways each of the
best practice schools try to deal with the three fundamental dimensions of staffing a school:
recruitment, retention, and professional growth.
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For some of the best practice schools recruitment is not a major problem. A place like
"Temple Bnai Zion" has a staff of veterans and experiences a very small amount of turnover.
In general, good schools tend to perpetuate themselves because their reputations are well
known in the community of educators and when openings appear, teachers will want to come
to work in such an institution. Here in a slightly different way, the educational leader makes a
difference. Who would not want to work for the revered principal of "Congregation Beth
Tzedek"?

Still, recruiting good teachers is not always easy, even for outstanding synagogues and
some of the best practice schools have tried inventive solutions to deal with the problem.
Certainly the most radical has been the teacher-parents used by "Congregation Reyim.” This
synagogue has developed a unique approach that deserves serious consideration. The pluses
and minuses are spelled out in the report. The most important point of the Reyim model,
however, is that the school works at training the parents for their jobs as teachers. Without
that training and in-service the program could not succeed.

Other schools (such as "Congregation Beth Tzedek" and "Emeth Temple") have used
teenaged teacher aides or tutors in the Hebrew school. This has the dual effect of helping out
the professional teachers and finding useful involvement for the teenagers in the educational
life of the congregation.

Finding ways to retain outstanding teachers is a crucial component of success. It is not
easy to determine what is cause and what is effect here, but it is clear that stability of staff is
one of the marks of the best practice schools. Success in retaining teachers involves a number
of interrelated actions: fair pay is one thing, but this matter came up quite infrequently in the
best practice investigations. More to the point was a sense of being appreciated by the educa-
tional director, the rabbi and the community as a whole. There are a number of suggestions
that the reports present about teacher esteem. The key point is that this matter is directly
related to the systemic issue of the congregational attitude about the role and importance of
education. Where education is valued, teacher esteem will tend to be high.

An ethos of professional growth and teacher education characterizes all the best practice
schools, even--one might say especially-- in places that use "nonprofessional” teachers.
Professional growth opportunities have the advantage of both advancing the quality of teachers
and their sense of being valued.

We have seen many forms of such professional growth, but they tend to center around
three areas of focus: a) efforts to increase the subject knowledge of teachers with sessions on
Bible, Hebrew or Jewish holidays as examples. These sessions are particularly important for
teachers in supplementary schools who may be professional general educators (such as public
school teachers who sometimes teach in supplementary schools) who have pedagogic skills but
lack Jewish knowledge. b) efforts to increase the skills of classroom teaching such as discus-
sion leading, curricular implementation or classroom management. ¢) efforts to build a sense
of personal Jewish commitment in teachers.

The best practice schools use local central agencies, denominational organizations and
at times commercial Jewish textbook publishers for teacher education sessions. Teachers are

Introduction



-9

also sent to conferences, most notably the national CAJE conference, local mini-CAJE con-
ferences where they exist, conferences connected to the various denominational educational
organizations and experiences in Israel.

Most of the best practice schools engage in professional supervision of teachers, almost
always by the principal. It is also noteworthy that a number of the reports mention that the
educational directors find that they do not do as much supervision of teachers as they would
like.

Implications and Possible Recommendations

The area of professional growth is one that should be able to make significant impact
on Jewish education quality in the supplementary school. We know from the research in
general education that in-service education needs to be sustained and systematic and there are a
number of ways that such programs could be implemented, aside from the worthy policy of
sending teachers to the national and local CAJE conferences. The CAJE conferences play a
very important role in contemporary Jewish education-- especially in lifting the morale of
teachers-- but they can not be considered a sufficient answer to the question of teacher educa-
tion and professional growth.

What form should professional growth take? It is clear that many different options are
used. These include the three possible focal points mentioned above: Jewish subject matter
knowledge, pedagogic skills, issues of Jewish commitment. The means used include: inservice
programs run by national organizations, extension courses at local universities, adult education
programs geared for teachers, local BJE personnel coming into the school, sessions run by the
local BJE, retreats for teachers, programs in Israel geared for teachers. Generally schools
must find the financing the help teachers attend these conferences and sometimes money must
be found to pay for substitutes while teachers attend workshops. Some schools pay the
teachers to attend such sessions or relate their salaries to specific hours of inservice training,

The best practice schools do various things to work on retaining teachers. In general
the focus is on raising the status of the school, and hence teaching in the school, within the
congregation as a whole. Singling out the accomplishments of teachers through the synagogue
bulletin and rabbinic support is coupled with treating teachers in a professional manner, giving
them the appropriate workplace and supporting teachers’ trips to conferences and other in-
service sessions. Different localities deal with recruitment in different ways. The efforts des-
cribed in the reports of some congregations to use teenagers and parents in the school as
teachers or adjunct teachers may be appropriate for adaptation by schools who have difficulty
finding teachers.

5. Involve the family

"Family education” has become a catchword in contemporary Jewish education, but it
is obvious from the best practice reports that the term is used in mnany different ways in dif-
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ferent settings. The overall goal of family involvement is clearly an important one for many
reasons. Family involvement helps support the goals of the school (and probably the quality of
discipline in the school}, reinforces what children learn in school in the home, helps give
children a sense that Judaism is not "just for Hebrew school,” and "empowers” parents by
assisting them in doing the home-based informal educating that has been typical of Jewish life
for generations. The best practice reports show that family involvement may take many
forms-- adult learning, family retreats, actual teaching by parents in the school or an entire
curriculum focused on family education, and others as well. There is little doubt that an
increased and serious investigation of more family involvement in the synagogue school can
have a powerful impact on its success.

Lead Commumities and Best Practice; Implementation

In what way can the Best Practices Project directly assist the Lead Communities? We
see three immediate uses of the project: knowledge, study, adaptation. First, the Best Prac-
tices Project offers "existence proofs” for the successful supplementary school, knowledge that
such places actually exist. It is possible to answer "Yes" to the question, "is there a Hebrew
school that works?"

Beyond merely knowing that such schools exist, we can use the best practice reports as
models that can be studied. These schools "work” and they work in a variety of ways.
Professor Seymour Fox has often spoken about the Best Practices Project as creating the "cur-
niculum” for change in the Lead Communities. This should include: Exploration of the
particular schools through stedy of the reports, meetings with the researchers who wrote them
up and the educators who run those schools along with visits to the best practice sites.

Finally, it is crucial to think hard about adapting the best practice sites to the specific
characteristics of the Lead Communities. It is unlikely that a program that exists in one place
can simply be "injected” into a Lead Community. What must happen is a process of analysis,
adaptation, revision, and evaluation. What the Best Practices Project does is give us the
framework to begin the discussion, explore new possibilities and strive for excellence.

From Best Practice to New Practice

Best practice 1s only one elemer- in the improvement of Jewish education. Even those
programs which "work" can be improved. Other ideas as yet untried need to implemented and
experimented with as well. The Lead Community idea allows us a chance to go beyond best
practices in order to develop new ideas in Jewish education. At times we have referred to this
as the "department of dreams.” We believe that two different but related matters are involved
here: first, all the new ideas in Jewish education that the energy of the CIJE and the Lead
Community Project might be able to generate and second, the interesting ideas in Jewish
education that people have talked about, perhaps even written about, but never have had the
chance to try out. It is likely that developing these new ideas will come under the rubric of the
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Best Practices Project and it is our belief that the excitement inherent in the Lead Community

Project will give us the opportunity to move forward with imagining innovative new plans and
projects for Jewish educational change.
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APPENDIX I
Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education
Best Practices Project

Barry W. Holtz

Guide for Looking at Best Practice in the Supplementary School

A "best practice” supplementary school should be a place...:

I. Systemic Issues

a., —with well articulated educational and "Jewish" goals
[What are those goals and by what means are they articulated? Meetings? Publica-
tions? Sermons?]

[What are the outcomes that the school seeks to achieve and how does the school
measure success?]

b. --where stakeholders (such as parents, teachers, laypeople) are involved in
the articulation or at Ieast the validation, of these goals in an ongoing way
[What 1s the process by which this articulation and involvement happens?]

¢. -~with shared communication and an ongoing vision
{How do we see this in the day to day life of the school?]

d. --where one feels good to be there and students enjoy learning
[In what way do you see this? What is the atmosphere in classes? The nature of
student behavior and "discipline"?]

e, --where students continue their Jewish education after Bar/Bat Mitzvah
[Does the school have actual data about this?]

II. Curriculum and Instruction Issues

a. --which takes curriculum seriously and has a serious, well-defined cur-
riculum

[Is it a written curriculum? Do they use materials published by the denominational
movements? By commercial publishers?]
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b. —and in which, therefore, students are learning real "content"

fDo you have a sense of what the students learn? About Jewish religious life and
practice? Moral principles? History? Hebrew language? Israel, etc. In what
way, if any, does the school monitor student progress?]

¢. --in which one sees interesting and "strong™ teaching

[Is there a particular style of teaching that you see in the school? (Discussions?
Lectures? Group work? eic.)

Who are the teachers? What is their Jewish educational background and prepara-
tion? What is their relationship to the students?

What is the stability of the staff over time? What does the school do to help new
teachers enter the school?]

d. --in which one sees attention given to "affective” experiences for children

[Is there occasion for "practice” in Jewish living or values? For example, is there
a tzedakah project, an Israel project, a mitzvah project in the school? Is there
a Junior congregation or other opporiunity for experiencing prayer? Are there
programs in the arts-- music, dance, etc? Is there a retreat or shabbaton
program for children?]

d. —with family or parent education programs

[What does the school do 1n this area? Da they use any specific materials or
programs? {which ones?) How often does this happen? Is there a retreat or
shabbaton program for families? Are parents required to engage in some kind
of aduit learming? In what way?]

II1. Supervision Issues

a. —-which engages in regular serious inservice education and/or supervision of
teachers

[Who does the supervision? What is it like? How regular is it? Does the school use
outside consultants for inservice? Are teachers sent to inservice sessions?
Where and in what way does this take place? Is there a retreat or shabbaton
program for teachers?]

b. --with an effective principal who serves as a true educational leader

[In what way does the principal demonstrate this leadership? How do the
teachers...the parents....the rabbi perceive him/her?]

Introduction
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

"Temple Isaiah™

Overview

In this report Kathy Green describes "Temple Isaiah,” a Conservative congregation of
between 1,200 to 1,300 member families, located in the suburbs of a large Eastem city.
Isaiah houses four separate, semi-automous schools, each with its own programs and
staffs.

Isaiah includes both a supplementary school and a day school. The congregation is careful
to find ways to integrate both the congregational school students and the day school stu-
dents and can serve as a model for that kind of programming.

Isaiah is characterized . its well-trained. stable staff of teachers and the enthusiastic (and
full time) leadership of the school’s principal. The principal is involved very closely with
the educational (not just the administrative) side of the program and observers believe that
his leadership is partially responsible for the success of the school. The synagogue itself
places a good deal of emphasis on the school (despite supporting a day school as well) and
the rabbi as well as the lay leadership is highly supportive of its activities. The fact that
the principal has a full time position is viewed within the community as one indication of
that congregational support.

The principal pays close attention to the educational content of the school and has been
developing a graded curriculum for the school using the resources currently available on
the market. School-wide affective educational experiences are also emphasized. Isaiah is
an example of the way that a large and well-funded institution can make outstanding use of
its resources in developing and nurturing its synagogue school, along with a host of other
educational activities.

Temple Isaiah
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$5,000 per year, and a spring trip for graduating 8th graders to Israel was financed in such
a manner as to insure that no child was deprived of the opportunity to go for financial
reasons. The Solomon Schechter Day School’s PTA is represented on a PTA Council
along with representatives of other Isaiah schools. Dr. P. runs a "Middle School Minyan"
which meets twice a month in the synagogue and is only for children. Rabbi S. and Rabbi
J. each teach courses in the SSDS. Thus the human and administrative integration of the
school within the larger Isaiah structure is apparent. Professionals (such as Rabbis S. and
1.} are visible within the school and can be effected by their own experiences of contact
with students, faculty, staff and parents.

THE RELIGIOUS SCHOOL

Teachers employed by SSDS also teach in the religious school, which maintains classes
for grades K through 7. While the total religious school enrollment is 388, class meeting
times vary in duration and schedule slots. Kindergarteners and first graders only attend
classes on Sundays. Second through seventh graders attend school three days a week for a
to1al of six hours per week.

Now meeting for its third year and with double enrollment over its first year, 26 religious
school students in grades 5, 6, and 7 have elected to attend school for two additional hours
each Sunday. Students follow the regular curriculum of the six hour program but are the
beneficiaries of special programming in the additional two hours. Classes in Torah cantil-
lation and Zionism have been offered, and the question of possibly using the additional
time to develop an enhanced Hebrew language tract has been raised.

Ms. R., who directs this voluntary "enrichment program" is very proud at having received
a grant for next year to fund a life history unit. In this unit a geriatric social worker will
train students in interviewing techniques; children will collect information from residents
of an institution for the elderly; a professional writer will help children translate their
interview data into a play; and finally the children will perform their play for their elderly
informants. The children will also study traditional Jewish texts related to issues of grow-
ing older.

For the last four years Rabbi R., Isaiah’s assistant rabbi, has directed 2 Hebrew high
school program, where alumni of the religious school and SSDS can meet. A typical
activity which draws about 100 teenagers is 2 monthly, social dinner meeting. Until the
end of this school year (1992) more serious religious school graduates were encouraged to
attend a three session a week BJE program and come to a Havurah study session at Isaiah
on Tuesday nights. SSDS alumni were encouraged to partic’ te in a similar BJE struc-
ture. By enrolling in any Tuesday evening youth program at . ..ah a student automatically

Temple Isaiah



becomes a member of USY. A special student/faculty committee called "Lift" is
responsible for social programming. A structural problem or challenge for Isaiah is that
eighth graders who are already graduates of the religious school may seek out youth
groups separate from the eighth graders who are still students in the Solomon Schechter
School.

The following structure and system for accommodating differing interests on the part of
students has been designed for next year. Students who chose may attend a weekly, one
evening (Tuesday) high school program. Within this program there are two tracks. They
may opt for the "bet midrash," which is text oriented; led by Isaiah rabbis; has
homework, grades, and required attendance. Or they may decide to attend the *Havurah"
which is centered around discussion. Alumni of Solomon Schechter Day School or serious
graduates of the religious school may elect to attend the community’s Judaic Academy for
two evenings a week and the "bet midrash” at Isaiah on Tuesdays. The religious school
and SSDS graduates will be placed in different classes at the Judaic Academy, hecause of
the variation in their levels of Hebrew language skill. All participates of Tuesday evening
programs will also be invited to the monthly social dinner. So far, because of the age of
the Solomon Schechter Day School, there have only been two graduating classes. To date
very few graduates have gone on to day schools, thus sending member children back into
the pool of Isaiah young people.

PRE-SCHOOL

Another "school within a school" is the pre-school, which is directed by Ms. L.
Approximately 250 children attend the pre-school. The pre-school accepts children as
young as two years of age and goes through pre-k. The pre-school functions as a feeder
school for SSDS; in fact, the pre-k class evolved out of need for a class for children not
quite ready to enter Schechter’s kindergarten. Interestingly, parents of pre-school
graduates who do not intend fo send their children to SSDS tend to resist sending their
children to Isaiah’s kindergarten, choosing to enroll them in the religious school for first
grade. Their reasoning seems to be to allow their children more time for transition to
"regular” school kindergarten, feeling also that the children have received a lot during
their pre-school years.

FAMILY EDUCATION

Ms. M., a graduate of Brandeis University’s Hornstein program and a teacher within the
religious school, directs three family education coordinators who began working with
kindergarten and first graders and their families but hope to expand their work upward
through the grades. The curriculum for sessions with parents is designed to support what
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STAFFING

While the staff of the religious school is well trained (out of 17 teachers, there are 1
MS.W., 7 MS.Ed’s, 1 close to finishing MS.Ed., 1 PH.D.), what is probably special or
unusual about the faculty, according to faculty members interviewed, is the enthusiastic
and full time leadership of Rabbi S. Rabbi S. explained that teachers are recruited through
the BJE placement service, and their salaries follow the BJE scale. Only two teachers who
were members of the faculty four years ago when Rabbi S. began his tenure remain today
on the faculty.

What does Rabbi S. look for when hiring a new teacher? Knowledge of subject matter to
be taught; ability to present the subject to students; sense of vocation or mission; love of
kids; comfortableness in teaching in a Conservative synagogue. According to Ms. J., four
out of ten teachers with whom she works directly in the school would not drive on Shab-
bat.) Rabbi S. expressed willingness to change curriculum to capitalize on the individual
talents of teachers. While he neither requires teachers to submit lesson plans nor schedules
formal observations of teaching, he expects teachers to attend monthly administrative staff
meetings over dinner and team meetings of teachers working in the same grade level. He
frequently enters classrooms and joins in the children’s activities. He will draw and color
with children and tells teachers to call on him to answer a question, if he raises his hand.
He believes that he has eamned the respect of teachers by putting himself "on the line" by
teaching at SSDS. Significantly, he is a full time principal of the religious school.

CURRICULUM

What is the religious school’s curriculum, and how did it evolve? Clearly the BJE’s
Synagogue Council, which grants an annual subsidy of $12,000 to Isaiah, as an arena for
developing curricular teaching materals, has influence. Rabbi S. maintains that the
school’s current curriculum grew out of dialogue between the principal and his staff and
that he worked with two guiding principles: 1) You can’t teach everything; and 2) Each
year should be different. Further, he built on what existed when he came to the school and
made changes slowly. Some changes he made include: phasing out conversational
Hebrew; requiring teachers to design and share with students a "seder shel yom";
encouraging teachers to develop classroom goals which enable him to outline a curricular
overview of the school.

It is Rabbi S.’s dream that each classroom teacher begin the year with an itemized docu-
ment of goals for each student. Next to each goal is a space for the teacher’s signature
when the goal has been achieved. Currently these documents are in use through the "heh”
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

Ohavei Shalom Congregation
Kathy Green

INTRODUCTION

Ohaver Shalom is a thirteen year old Reconstructionist congregation of 125 family unit
members. It is a tenant of a Baptist church and meets in a section of the church building in
a small city in New Jersey. When D. E., Ohavei Shalom’s rabbi for the last four years
and a graduate of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, came to the congregation, he
perceived a need for family education, a vehicle for reaching out to adults and children.
He began, in consultation with members of the Education Committee and the Hebrew
school principal, to design a proposal for a family education program.

Further consultation with representatives of the JEA lead him to craft a grant proposal
which met with positive response on the part of the Jewish Community Foundation of
MetroWest, a New Jersey Jewish Federation group. Rabbi E. proposed and received a
grant of $14,100 to fund half of a five year, family education program. At this point in
time (June 1992) curricula for three years of the program have been written, and two
years of the program have been implemented. The synagogue has matched MetroWest’s
funding, absorbing the program’s cost within the larger synagogue budget. Frugality has
allowed Rabbi E. and his staff to spend grant money at a slower rate than initially
anticipated, thus extending the amount of time that the money is lasting.

Early on Rabbi E. enlisted the aide of Rabbi Jeffrey Schein, who directs educational ser-
vices for the Federation of Reconstructionist Congregations and Havurot. Rabbi Schein,
collaborating with Rabbi E., became the curriculum writer for the program. Rabbi E. saw
himself as "implementor"” who would test curricular ideas and supply "feedback" to adapt
and modify the curriculum as it evolved. Shortly before the program actually began,
Rabbi Schein paid a visit to Ohavei Shalom and offered a teacher training in-service ses-
sion to help acquaint faculty with the curriculum.
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The goals were developed first by the faculty, then brought to the school committee which
consists largely of parents, and then shared with the parent body through their inclusion in
the parents’ handbook.

The goals drive the day-to-day life of the school. There is a core of Hebrew-speaking
teachers on the faculty who address each other and the students in Hebrew. Hebrew is
promoted as a vehicle for prayer. The school stresses Tefillah, including a weekly Minhah
service, Havdallah on Sunday mormings, and a mandatory Shabbat experience for students
and their parents once a month. The Shabbat experience consists of the school meeting
once a month on Shabbat, instead of Sunday. Students attend one of their classes, adapted
to meet the needs of halakhic Shabbat observance. While the youngsters study, their
parents do so as well. Parents attend a learners’ minyan. Both groups join for a service
and family lunch which bring the experience to a close.

Mitzvot play an important role in the curriculum of the school. Students routinely visit the
Jewish Home for the Aged; they are currently selling snacks to each other to save up for a
gift of wheelchairs for the Home. The school has a good record of sending its graduates
on to the community Midrasha of Jewish Studies, which meets in the school building.
Generally 60% go on to Midrasha; this year’s class is likely to send 80% to Midrasha in
the fall. Students continue their informal Jewish studies as well. Ten or twelve attend
Camp Ramah; many Bnai Zion alumni supplement their Midrasha educations with summer
trips to Israel.

Israel features prominently in the school. Students perform in a Shiriyah, a song festival to
which the synagogue community is invited. They perform Israeli songs, led by their
Hebrew-speaking music teacher. The sixth and seventh graders discuss current events in
Israel, using nationally published news magazines for children.

Students and parents seem happy. There are few discipline problems. Teachers who teach
in both the local Schechter day school and Temple Bnai Zion sense little difference in the
students’ behavior in the two institutions. (Some teachers indicate that students at the
Schechter School are more serious about their studies, but agree that there is none of the
fabled heder acting-out here.) There are a number of explanations for student decorum.
The principal is considered "very strict." As the librarian commented, "They wouldn’t
dare.” The staff is an experienced, veteran group of professionals. All are trained teachers
with the exception of a college student. All but one have been teaching for five years or
more. When asked about the absence of behavior problems, teachers pointed to the
presence of three clergymen on the faculty. Several teachers commented that since the two
rabbis and the cantor joined the faculty, student behavior has improved. Contrary to con-
ventional wisdom, all the teachers agree that having a parent involved in synagogue life is
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no guarantee of better behavior in a student. When I asked about the correlation,
numerous teachers gave me examples of dedicated parents and trouble-making children.

Students attend junior congregation, reading Torah, and leading services. There are twelve
or so regulars who are coming weekly and beginning to bring their parents and friends.
Parents seem to be pleased with their children’s accomplishments. This is particularly sig-
nificant in a community which includes a thriving day school. Until recently, parents
assumed that only day school children could be comfortable in a synagogue service. The
success of the Shabbat morning monthly experience seems to be paying off.

CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTION

The local Bureau of Jewish Education accredits each of the state’s religious schools. As
part of the accreditation process, the school must produce a curriculum. Bnai Zion, having
recently completed its accreditation review, has produced a curriculum including
behavioral objectives, learning activities, textbooks and materials and methods of evalua-
tion. The school uses some commercially available curricula, such as the Melton Bible,
Holidays and Rashi material and the Behrman House Hebrew and Heritage Siddur track.
Most of the curriculum offerings are teacher-designed. The teachers and school committee
were involved in the curricular process.

The school presents itself as a serious institution. Report cards are issued twice yearly.
There is an Open House for parents in which teachers discuss student progress. Interim
progress reports are available for students whose work is flagging. Students seem to be
learning real content, from real Jewish texts like the Humash and Siddur.

Evaluation is done through oral questioning and the use of commercial workbooks which
accompany the texts used in the school. If the publishers make tests available, the teachers
use them. Several of the more creative teachers are using projects and rudimentary
exhibit-based methods of assessing student progress. A Bible teacher uses a checklist
provided by the principal to measure student learning. In the absence of national standar-
dized tests, evaluation at this school, as in other supplementary schools, varies from
teacher to teacher.

The staff is a strong one. They are veterans with a range of five to fifty years of teaching
experience. They are knowledgeable, including in their ranks two rabbis, a cantor, three
European-trained, nationally licensed Hebrew teachers, two Israelis who are professional
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Cover Sheet

Best Practice in the Supplementary School
(For Individual Schools)

REPORT BY: Stuart Schoenfeld
Date July, 1992
Name of the School_"Congregation Reyim"
Denominational Affiliation Reform
Approximate Number of Students 250
From ages 3 to 16
Number of Teachers: 20 (plus 20 co-teachers)
Students attend 5 hours per week;(2 days per week)

Approximate annual budget (if available) $30.000

What particular emphases of this school are worth noting:
School almost completely staffed by members of congregation

Congregation Reyim
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On the last day of school in May these seventh graders shared with their fellow stu-
dents in the Hebrew program the evidence of what they were accomplishing. They staged
in Hebrew a short production of Cinderella. Though Barbara wrote the script (using a
mixture of biblical and modern Hebrew), the students committed it to memory, and with
help of certain props and a generous usage of non-verbal communication, they thoroughly
entertained their peers who seemed to easily follow the dramatic action. As Rabbi Marcus
said at the conclusion of this assembly, the presentation dramatically illustrated that learn-
ing Hebrew is a lively goal in this school to which the younger grades could and should

aspire.

THE HEBREW PROGRAM IN CONTEXT

But Barbara’s class is not the whole story. They represent the seven best students in
the seventh grade. In the room next to Barbara’s class was Richard’s class who did not
enjoy the same quality of teaching or reach the same level of Hebrew achievement. When
I asked the Hebrew coordinator to explain the discrepancy in levels of achievement, she
pointed not to differences in the children’s native capacities, but to the different histories
that these classes had in the school. Barbara's students had continuously attended the five
hours of mid-week Hebrew instruction while several of Richard’s students returned to that
track in sixth grade after choosing a less intensive Hebrew program in earlier grades. They
had fallen behind and never quite caught up to Barbara’s students who, because of their
abilities, had received an accelerated Hebrew curricuium.

That Hebrew s+-Jy came to Temple Akiba as a voluntary option has remained a sig-
nificant factor to the .resent day. While the synagogue leadership has invested heavily in
supporting the three day program (Sunday,Tuesday, and Thursday), a family whose child
is entering the third grade of religious school can choose one of three options: the three
days of schooling a week, Sunday in school with a once-a-week tutor in Hebrew at home,
only Sunday. In 1990-91, of the total population of 236 students in grades 3 to 7, 126
attended for three days, 85 attended on Sunday and had a tutor during the week, 20
attended on Sunday only and 5 attended a mid-week class for students with special needs.

During this year the religious school committee, working closely with Rabbi
Marcus, decided to change the school’s policy and institute a new policy of “mandatory
Hebrew." That meant there would no longer be a third option of choosing Sunday only
and all the children would have to attend some mid-week Hebrew. This proposal was
greeted with protest from some vocal parents who thought it was wrong to institute a
"mandatory Hebrew" policy that went against the temple’s ideological grain of providing
people with choices on how to be Jewish. Yet, the proposal was adopted by the board of
trustees. Hebrew was now "mandatory,” but the three day program was not. As Rabbi
Marcus confided, the proposal would never have carried if it had eliminated the second
option of Sunday plus the tutorial at home. Too many families were invested in keeping
that option to call its legitimacy into question(10).
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7. Rather than quote these biblical verses in the original Hebrew as they were read in
class, I am supplying their translated versions that come from the Tapakh (Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication Society,1985).

8. Passover was the holiday for which I observed the greatest preparation in the Hebrew
program. Regular Hebrew instruction was interrupted over a period of several days of
instruction for teachers, with the coordinators help, to do a unit on Passover. Different
grades took different angles on the holiday, but there was a regular emphasis on introduc-
ing Hebrew terms that were central to the holiday’s celebration,

9. Raphaeli, p.122.

10. The rationale that Rabbi Marcus offered for why the school had to offer the tutoring
option is that there are two types of students who legitimately cannot come to the regular
mid-week Hebrew program. They are students who live in suburbs geographically distant
from the synagogue and students who attend private schools that have mandatory sports
programs on those afternoons. But besides these students, there are others who live closer
and attend public schools, but choose this arrangement for its convenience, They choose it
though the school discourages the option and charges the family $940 per student per year
to pay for the tutor whom the school hires and supervises. Tutors teach the same Melton
curriculum that is offered in the school; this is not bar mitzvah tutoring. Tutors report
back to the coordinator on the progress of each student. Some students, as in the case of
Richard’s class, return to the regular program after a year or two of tutoring.

11. Figures on continued attendance beyond 7th grade - the year of bar and bat mitzvah -
are not broken down by the Hebrew program attended. Of the 43 seventh graders in 1989,
42 continued onto to 8th grade. Of those, 28 continued onto 9th grade. Clearly 8th grade
attendance was not contingent on Hebrew program attended, and I do not know beyond
the rabbi’ statement how that factor influenced choice of remaining for 9th grade. These
figures refer to continuing attendance at the temple’s 1 day a week high school that runs
from 8th to 12th grade.

June, 1992

Temple Isaiah








