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CHANGING THE CORE: COMMUNAL POLICIES AND PRESENT REALITIES IN 
THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OF TEACHERS FOR JEWISH SCHOOLS' 

Barry W. Holtz, Adam Gamoran, Gail Zaiman Dorph, Ellen Goldring, and Bill Robinson 

I. Introduction 

In the past decade, the emergence of Jewish "continuity" as a key concern of the North 

American Jewish community has placed the improvement of Jewish education at the center of 

the communal agenda (Commission on Jewish Education in North America, 1991; Holtz, 1992). 

A variety of strategies have been proposed to help achieve such improvement, most of which 

have focused either on specific targets for change ( educational trips to Israel, building new day 

schools, etc.) or on structural and organizational changes within the community (such as new 

funding structures, new roles for local federations, etc.) (Woocher, 1996; Ruskay, 1995/6). 

But like reform in general education, such efforts in Jewish education rarely look at what 

Richard F. Elmore has called «the core of educational practice," namely, the experience of 

teaching and learning that comprises the heart of what Jewish education- at least in "formal" 

settings- is necessarily about. As Elmore puts it: 

Much of what passes for "change" in U.S. schooling is not really about 
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changing the core. . . . Innovations often embody vague intentions of 
changing the core through modifications that are weakly related, or not 
related at all, to the core .... 

However, the changes are often not explicitly connected to fundamental 
changes in the way knowledge is constructed, nor to the division of 
responsibility between teacher and student, the way students and teacher 
interact with each other around knowledge, or any of a variety of other 
stable conditions in the core. Hence, changes in scheduling seldom 
translate into changes in the fundamental conditions of teaching and 
learning for students and teachers (Elmore, 1996, p. 3). 

In the context of Jewish education, by analogy, we could replace the phrase "changes in 

scheduling" in the sentence above with a phrase like "changes in the structural relationships 

between federations and boards of Jewish education" and come out with the same conclusion 

Elmore reaches: by and large the fundamental conditions of teaching and learning in Jewish 

schools remain unchanged! 

What would it take to really change the core practices of contemporary Jewish education? 

How could we imagine the experience of teaching and learning fundamentally altered in today's 

classrooms? One crucial element in implementing such changes in these core practices is 

ongoing, effective professional development-in-service education-for teachers in Jewish 

schools (Dorph, 1995). Such a strategy raises many challenges, both for policy planners and 

implementers. In this article we will try to address some of the key questions that must be 

considered in order to guide new approaches for Jewish communal policy in improving the core 

enterprise of Jewish education: 1) What characterizes the latest thinking about professional 

development in the world of general education? 2) What kinds of professional development are 

typically offered in Jewish education today and how does professional development in Jewish 
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education compare to the state-of-the-art in the field, as delineated by contemporary standards in 

general education? To answer those questions we will report in detail on a study of teachers' 

professional development offered in five Jewish communities. 3) Finally, based on the discussion 

of the issues above, we will propose approaches to professional development that could have an 

important impact on how teachers teach and consequently how children experience their Jewish 

education. 

Before looking at these issues, we need first to present the rationale behind our advocacy 

of professional development as the appropriate strategy for addressing the improvement of the 

core practices of teaching and learning in Jt:wish schools. Why do we argue in favor of this 

approach? After all, an obvious answer for improving practice is to recruit teachers with rich 

Jewish backgrounds into the field and to find ways to place these prospective teachers in strong 

teacher preparation programs (at the "pre-service" level). But both of these responses are long

term solutions to an immediate crisis. Moreover, given the part-time nature of field- particularly 

in supplementary schools-such a change in personnel is not likely to happen without major 

innovations in school and staffing structures. In addition, even if it were desirable, it is 

impractical to imagine replacing the entire population of those teachers who have inadequate 

preparation, given the vast numbers that would be involved. 

On the other hand, it is obvious that teachers currently in Jewish schools are in need of 

professional development. In research previously published we showed, among other things, that 

teachers in Jewish day schools, supplementary schools and preschools were highly motivated and 

took their work seriously, but were not well prepared for their jobs, both in their formal Judaic 
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background and in their educational training. In the supplementary schools in particular the 

teachers lacked learning in Jewish subject areas and training in Jewish education. Less than 

20% of the teachers were professionally prepared in both pedagogy and Judaic subject matter 

(Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education, 1994; Gamoran, Goldring, Robinson, Tarnmivaara, 

& Goodman, 1998). 

Since the preparation and educational background of teachers are among the most 

important factors in influencing teacher effectiveness (Dari ing-Hammond, 1997, pp. 3 07-313 ), 

these findings indicate a crucial area in need of dramatic improvement. Thus along with 

imagining better plans for recruiting talented people into the field of Jewish teaching and 

together with efforts to improve existing teacher preparation programs and create new ones, it is 

clear that much work needs to be done with the population of teachers now in the field. 

On the positive side, the study of educators quoted above also discovered an important 

additional fact: Contrary to the popular notion that Jewish education was staffed by a transient, 

constantly changing population of teachers, most of the teachers studied planned to stay in 

cunent positions and viewed Jewish education as their career, even though (or perhaps because!) 

for many their positions were part-time: 

Enhancement of professional growth is a powerful strategy for reform 
because teachers are committed, stable, and career-oriented. Even among 
part-time teachers, who lack formal training as Jewish educators, many 
view their work in Jewish education as a career and plan to stay in their 
positions for some time to come. These teachers are a ripe target for 
higher standards of professional growth. 
(Gamoran, Goldring, Robinson, Tammivaara, & Goodman, 1998, p. 22). 
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It makes sense, therefore, to argue that ongoing professional development for teachers 

must be at the heart of any effort to change the face of contemporary Jewish education. We have 

learned from general education that professional development is important even for teachers with 

excellent backgrounds and preparation (Little, 1993; Darling-Hammond, Wise and Klein, 1995). 

The case of Jewish education calls out even more dramatically for the continuing education and 

training of teachers. 

II. Professional Development and the Reconceptualization of Teaching 

Until recently the dominant approach to professional development for teachers, seen both 

in general and Jewish education, has taken the form of one-shot workshops, or at best, short-term 

passive activities, with limited follow-up (Goldenberg and Gallimore, 1991). The content of such 

in-service workshops was built upon a "one size fits all" approach- the idea that professional 

development strategies are applicable to all participants regardless of the educational setting in 

which the teacher worked, the age of the student in the teacher's class, or the subject matter to be 

taught and learned. 

Such strategies are based on a "transmission of information" model of professional 

development: It is assumed that each teacher would "learn" the latest new techniques and bring 

them back to her/his own classroom, making whatever "adjustments" might be necessary. 

Teachers in this conception are treated as passive recipients of techniques and practices, rather 

than "intelligent, inquiring individuals with legitimate expertise and import.ant experience," as 

one study has put it (D. Sparks and S. Loucks-Horsley, 1989, p .50). 
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It is important to emphasize that different approaches to professional development tend to 

emanate out of different conceptions of teaching itself. That is, the model of preparing teachers 

is closely related to the style of teaching and learning envisioned in the classrooms that the 

teachers will be working in. Thus the "old" paradigm of professional development grew out of a 

particular view of teaching that focused on teachers transmitting information and children 

listening and remembering (Feiman-Nemser and Remillard, 1996). 

In recent years, however, reformers in general education have advocated for a different 

kind of teaching to replace conventional practices in classrooms. At times this approach has 

been called "teaching for understanding" (Cohen, 1990; Cohen and McLaughlin, 1993), though 

its roots go back at least as far as Dewey. It is a view of teaching that moves away from a more 

traditional image of "teaching as telling and learning as listening" to a vision of "learning as 

telling, teaching as listening" (Little, 1993). Moreover, this view sees teaching as not mainly a 

technical skill (though it does require skillfulness); but rather as an unpredictable and "uncertain" 

practice (McDonald, 1992; Ball and Wilson, 1996). Finally this notion of teaching emphasizes 

the fact that teachers need to have knowledge in order to teach well, but knowledge of a certain 

kind, knowledge that is specific to the pedagogic issues inherent in the subject matters that they 

are teaching. (Shulman, 1986; Grossman, Wilson, Shulman, 1989; Grossman, 1990; Stodolsky, 

1988). 

These three elements of teaching- a focus on teaching for understanding, a recognition of 

the uncertain nature of teaching, and a need for what Shulman (1986) calls "pedagogical content 

knowledge" in the areas that they teach- call out for new models and approaches in the 
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professional development of teachers. 

This conception of teaching requires a different understanding about what teachers need 

to know and be able to do. It asks us therefore to think differently about the kind of professional 

development offered to teachers (Wilson, Miller and Yerkes, 1993). If teaching is "subject 

specific" (Kennedy, 1991), for example, generic approaches to teaching that are said to be 

appropriate to all ages and subjects are unlikely to succeed. In the same way, generic, "one size 

fits all" professional development programs will not succeed in improving teaching in the 

classroom. If teaching is an uncertain practice, it demands professional development 

opportunities for analysis and self-reflection instead of how-to workshops with easy answers and 

" tricks" for the classroom. If knowledge is at the core of teaching, it calls for a variety of new 

strategies to improve and deepen teachers' learning (McDiarmid & Ball, 1989). And educational 

settings will need to encourage teachers to experiment and help teachers through the real 

struggles that accompany any effort at change (Little, 1986; McLaughlin, 1993). 

III. Professional Development for Teachers: The State of the Art 

According to the best thinking in contemporary education, what does "good" professional 

development for teachers look like? A number of different elements have been identified by 

current research as characteristic of high quality professional development programs. We will 

point out four that have been shown to be critical. 2 

First, Good professional development is connected to knowledge of the content that is 

being taught: Teachers need to develop sophisticated understandings of the subjects they are 

2 Some of the most important research undergirding these recommendations can be found in: Little, 1993; 
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teaching. By "sophisticated" we mean having the ability to understand the key concepts and 

Lord, 1994; McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1996; McDiarmid, 1994. 
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skills of any particular subject and at the same time understanding the best ways to present them 

to students or help students discover these central ideas on their own. It means knowing the 

subject matter, but also understanding how that subject is understood ( or misunderstood!) by 

children. What are the likely confusions that students will have? What are the best ways to 

overcome them? What activities in a classroom are most likely to encourage and inspire students 

to learn the subject matter? All of these questions indicate the kind of understanding of subject 

matter that teachers need to attain. 

Second, Good professional development has a clear and focused audience in mind: 

Because the subject matter content of teaching is so central to professional development, good 

programs are not 

based on "generic" teaching skills meant for a wide range of participants, but are "targeted." For 

example, they are aimed at a specific audience of teachers-either by the subject matter being 

taught or the grade of the students who are the potential learners. 

Third, Good professional development has a coherent plan, sustained over time. 

Professional development requires a well thought-out plan, both for individual teachers and for 

the educational institution ( or system) as a whole. Sessions must follow a meaningful educational 

pattern, building upon one another in a sequenced manner. In addition, professional development 

requires an ongoing cumulative effect that can best be effected over time. Even though a "one

shot workshop" may be able to transmit some elementary facts or practices, real change in 

teaching requires sustained, coherent learning. 

Fourth, Good professional development gives teachers opportunities to reflect, analyze 
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and work on their practice: Teachers need "to develop ideas, learn about practices, and gain a 

more solid sense of themselves as contributing members of a profession" (Ball and Cohen, 1999, 

p. 17). That is, teachers need to have the chance to examine their ideas and approaches to 

teaching and learning and to think about the ways that these ideas are actualized in the real life of 

teaching. They need opportunities to take what they have discovered about their current work, 

put new ideas into practice and then reflect on their successes and failures as they attempt to 

implement new ideas. 

In particular the research on professional development in general education has found that 

teachers have been best able to make significant changes in their teaching practices in the context 

of "professional learning communities." In the san1e way that doctors get to present cases to 

their colleagues and discuss the best approaches to real-life situations in their field, teachers too 

must have the chance to work with peers to improve their practices. 

In this approach, one finds groups of teachers studying the teaching and learning 

processes together, sometimes with the assistance of "outside" experts, sometimes on their own 

(Lord, 1994; Pennell and Firestone, 1996). Teachers have opportunities to voice and share 

successes, doubts and frustrations. They learn to raise concerns and critical questions about their 

own teaching and about their colleagues' teaching. 

D. What Does Professional Development Currently Look Like in Jewish Education? 

As a starting point towards changing practice in Jewish education, it is essential to 

ascertain what opportunities currently exist for the professional development of teachers in 

Jewish schools. Five communities participated in a survey of existing opportunities: Atlanta, 
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Baltimore, Cleveland, Hartford, and Milwaukee. The communities were selected to represent an 

array of structures and programs in Jewish education. However, because participation was 

voluntary, and because some of these communities were engaged in exploring new approaches 

with Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education (CUE), the characteristics of programs in these 

locations may be more favorable than those in North America as a whole. 

The survey took place in 1996. It targeted two groups of providers: central agencies for 

Jewish education, and synagogue supplementary schools. The survey thus reveals the entire 

spectrum of professional development programs for supplementary teachers, and many of the 

programs available to day school and pre-school teachers, insofar as such programs are offered 

by the central agencies. 

All central agencies and synagogue schools in the five communities responded to the 

survey, and a total of 173 separate programs were tallied across the five communities. Of these, 

141 were offered by the central agencies and 32 were sponsored by synagogue schools. A 

"program" could entail a wide variety of settings and activities, ranging from single workshops 

to mini-courses, retreats, and so on. 

It is important to note that two types of professional development were not included in 

the survey. One was the all-day or multi-day conference that educators often attend, such as the 

annual convention of the Coalition for the Advancement of Jewish Education (CAJE), or local 

conferences patterned after CAJE. There were 11 such local conferences, most of which lasted 

one day. These were highly diverse in their content and thus did not lend themselves to the 

survey categories, but may be kept in mind as additional opportunities for professional 
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development. Another type of opportunity that does not appear in our survey results consists of 

courses offered at local colleges or institutions of higher Jewish learning. (See Box 1 for an 

example of such a course:) 

Box 1. A Course at an Institution of Higher Learning 

"Introduction to Modem Hebrew Literature" 

A local Jewish college offered this course as part of its graduate program. The 
course offers students the opportunity to become familiar with Modern Hebrew 
literature in translation. Poetry, essays, and fiction were read and discussed. It is a 
semester long course, meeting once a week for two and a half hours. The course is 
not designed to affect teaching in local Jewish classrooms, though Jewish educators 
enrolled in a Jewish education degree program may have attended the class. 
Courses such as this one are not included in our survey results. 

Programs affiliated with institutions of higher learning were included only if they were 

designed with central agency staff for the in-service education of teachers. If they were simply 

available for any member of the public, we did not include them in our purview. Nonetheless 

they may be important vehicles for improving teachers' knowledge. 

Focus on Jewish Content 

To what extent did professional development programs offered in the five communities 

emphasize Jewish content? We found an emphasis on Jewish content in two types of programs. 

In one type, a particular Jewish subject matter is the focus of the program. Box 2 contains an 
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example of this type of program. In "The Akedah," the main emphasis was on participants' 

grappling with the difficult subject matter of the biblical tale of the binding oflsaac. 

Box 2. An Emphasis on Jewish Content 

"The Akedah" 

This program, offered by the local central agency, was open to all teachers in 
Jewish schools. A professor of Jewish studies at the local university taught 
this program. He engaged teachers in an in-depth study of the text, and then 
used the Akedah (the Binding oflsaac, Genesis 22) to explore ways of 
teaching Jewish texts to younger students. The program met four times for a 
total of ten hours. Even though the course occurred over a period of several 
weeks, it did not incorporate follow-up efforts to suppo1t or reflect on 
teachers' efforts to improve their teaching of Jewish texts in the classroom. 

Another type of program that emphasized Jewish content, such as that illustrated in Box 

3, centered on teaching a specific Jewish subject matter. Although the Jewish content itself was 

not the main point of "Hebrew Instructional Issues," the connection to content was inherent in 

the program. 

Box 3. An Emphasis on Instruction in a Specific Content Area 

"Hebrew Instructional Issues" 

This program was offered by a central agency for a specific 
congregation, which was reviewing and revising its Hebrew curriculum. The 
program began by exploring general models of language acquisition and, then, 
considered ways of applying these models to Hebrew learning. Following this, 
issues of faith development and spirituality were considered as among the ways 
one may choose to teach Hebrew acquisition. This program met four times for a 
total of ten hours. It was designed as part of a curriculum redesign project for this 
synagogue supplementary school. Separate but related programs were offered for 
all teachers in this congregational school to strengthen their Hebrew reading skills 
and to involve them in the redesign of the curriculum. 



Many programs lacked a deep connection to Jewish subject matter. These tended to 

focus on specific pedagogical or leadership strategies, in which the subject matter was assumed 

to be generic, or in which the Jewish content of the potential subject matter was not addressed in 

the program. Box 4, "How to Use Stories in Your Teaching," provides an example of a program 

that did not focus on Jewish content. 

Box 4. A Program that Did Not Emphasize Jewish Content 

"How to Use Stories in Your Teaching" 

This central agency program was designed to help supplementary school 
teachers integrate storytelling into their classrooms by teaching them how to write a 
lesson plan that includes stories, exploring the role of storytel]jng in the curriculum, 
helping them to find and choose appropriate Jewish stories, and instructing them in 
the art of storytell ing through modeling and discussion. The program met once for 
two hours on a Sunday afternoon. 

In this type of program, Judaic subject matter is not addressed per se, but only noted 
as an example of how the ski lls under discussion might be app]jed. The practice of 
Jewish storytelling was not presented as unique or different than secular storytelling. 

Overall, 23 programs, or 13%, focused on Jewish content per se, and another 32 programs 

( 18%) focused on methods for teaching a particular Jewish content. The remaining programs 

( 69%) centered on issues of pedagogy, leadership, or other topics without articulating a concrete 

connection to Jewish subject matter. Chart 1 displays these percentages: 
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Chart 1 

Is the learning opportunity designed to contribute 
to the Judaic content knowledge of the educator? 

Focused on 
Leadership: 8 
Programs - 5% 

---

Focused on Jewish 
Content 
23 Programs - 13% 

Sustained and Coherent Programs 

---
Focused on Other 
Issues: 
10 Programs - 6% 

Focused on Teaching a 
Specific Subject Matter: 
32 Programs - 18% 

As is typical in general education, ow- survey suggested that opportunities for 

professional development in Jewish education tend to be one-shot workshops that meet for 

relatively few hours and are not part of a long-term, coherent plan for teachers' professional 

growth. "How to Use Stories in Your Teaching" (Box 4) is typical of a one-shot workshop. 

Chart 2 shows that 63 programs, or 37%, met for only one session, and another 49% (85 

programs) met for between two and five sessions. Only 12% of programs met for six or more 

sess10ns: 
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Chart 2 

Is the learning opportunity a series of sessions designed to address a 
coherent theme rather than a "one-shot" workshop? 

# of programs % of programs 

1 session 63 37% 

2 - 5 sessions 85 49% 

6 - 9 sessions 12 7% 

10 - 19 sessions 8 5% 

20 or more sessions 4 2% 

TOTAL 172 100% 

Similarly, 24% of the programs spent a total of two hours or less addressing a coherent 

theme, and only 11 programs (6%) focused on a theme for20 hours or more (see Chart 3): 

Chart 3 

TOTAL HOURS OF MEETINGS 
ADDRESSING A COHERENT THEME 

3- 9 Hours: 
66 Programs - 38% 

/ 

- - · --.---- , 2 Hours or less: 
42 Programs - 24% 
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Another aspect of coherence concerns whether the program is part of a more 

comprehensive plan. "Hebrew Instructional Issues" (Box 3) is an instance of a program that 

plays a role in a broad, long-term approach to renewal and growth for a synagogue 

supplementary school. Overall, only 27 programs (16%) were part of such a comprehensive 

plan, while 146 programs (84%) lacked such articulation to a wider context. 

Programs Geared towards a Specific Audience 

Another problem with many workshops, besides their limited duration, is that they tend 

to assume all participants have the same backgrounds and needs, when in fact Jewish educators 

vary greatly in their training, past experiences, and teaching roles. Almost half of the programs 

we counted ( 4 7%) were not designed for a specific auclience. The others were created with a 

variety of particular consumers in mind, as illustrated in Chart 4. 

Chart 4 
Is the learning opportunity designed for the professional development of a 

specific audience, as delineated below, rather than ·one size fits all?" 

Audience Defined By: # of programs % or programs 

Institutional Setting 66 36% 

School Affiliation 5 3% 

Role of Educators 10 6% 

Experience of Educators 11 6% 

Formal Training of Educators 0 0% 

Age of Students 28 16% 

Not Designed For 82 47% 
Any Specific Audience 
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Opportunities to Reflect on Practice 

None of the examples we have offered so far provided teachers with a formal opportunity 

to take what they have learned, develop a classroom application, and reflect upon it with other 

participants. Indeed, very few programs offered such an opportunity. Of course, nothing 

prevented teachers from trying out new ideas they may have picked up. But that is not the same 

as creating a formal mechanism that encourages teachers to reflect on their work. Overall, 80% 

of the programs lacked such mechanisms. Of those that did, 14 programs (8%) included a 

coaching or mentoring component, 17 programs ( 10%) had a formal process of classroom 

experimentation and reporting back to the professional development group, and 11 programs 

(6%) established networks of educators that offered formal opportunities for reflection. Only 

two of the programs were designed for teams of participants from different institutions. 

Typical versus Exceptional Programs 

Our survey showed that attributes of high quality professional development are lacking in 

many of the programs available for teachers. The picture becomes sharper when we consider 

how many of the programs exhibited all of the characteristics recommended by the research on 

teacher professional development. As Chart 5 reveals, only 4 programs (2%) across the five 

communities had four key characteristics, which we defined as: designed to contribute to specific 

content knowledge; a series of 6 or more sessions on a coherent theme; targeted for a specific 

audience; and designed to help educators reflect on their practice. Fourteen programs (8%) 

embodied three of these characteristics, 37 (21%) included two, 78 programs (45%) displayed 

only one of the key characteristics and 40 programs (23%) had none. 
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Does the learning opportunity have four key characteristics: 
(1) designed to help educators reflect on their practice; 

(2) designed for a specific audience; 
(3) designed to contribute Judaic content knowledge; and 
(4) a series of 6 or more sessions on a coherent theme? 

None of the key 
characteristics: 
40 programs • 23% 
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What sort of exemplary program incorporated all four of these elements? Box 5 provides 

an example. 

Box 5. An Exemplary Program 

"Machon L'Morim: Bereshit" 

This program, sponsored by a private foundation, was designed to improve 
teaching in Jewish early childhood education and to enhance early childhood centers as 
suppo11ive contexts for teaching and learning. Twenty-six educators from five Jewish pre
schools participated in the program, which lasted for two years. In the year of our survey, 
the program met weekly for 24 weeks, for a total of 48 hours. Participants attended as pre
school teams, and each team included the pre-school director. 

Machon L'Morim: Bereshit constituted a learning community. Participants studied Jewish 
texts and rituals, and focused on integrating this content with their knowledge of child 
development to design new approaches to bringing Jewish content to their pre-school 
children. In addition to the teaching faculty, the program brought in "coaches" who met 
weekly with each school's team to discuss what participants had learned as well as attempts 
to bring new insights to their classrooms. The program provided many opportunities to try 
out new practices and discuss their outcomes in small groups. 

"Machon L'Morim: Bereshit" was a long-term, focused, and reflective program that 

engaged deeply with Jewish content. An evaluation provided evidence to support participants' 

reports of gains in their Jewish knowledge, increases in the richness of their Jewish teaching, and 

changes in the cultures of their schools, encouraging a more open, change-oriented approach to 

teaching. 

V. What Policies Should Be Introduced Into Jewish Education and How? 

The Four Principles 

In our view there is no reason why the principles of good professional development 
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evidenced in best of contemporary general education cannot be introduced into Jewish education 

today. In some of the programs studied in the research described above we are able to see 

elements of this approach already being put into action. But, unfortunately, far too many 

examples of professional development in Jewish education have not caught up with the latest 

thinking in general education. The four dimensions of good professional development must be at 

the heart of an effort to improve teaching in Jewish education: 

1. Subject matter content 
2. Focused, targeted professional development sessions 
3. Coherent plans sustained over time 
4. Direct relationship to teaching practice 

Activities for Teachers 

Within such programs there are many activities that teachers can engage in that will help 

improve their teaching practice. These include: the creation of informal study groups about 

Jewish content and reading groups about educational theory and practice both within and outside 

of school (Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin, 1996); focused investigations of existing 

curriculum materials with an eye toward analyzing the way the materials might be used in the 

classroom (Ben-Peretz, 1990; Zumwalt, 1989; Ball and Cohen, 1996); the preparation and 

discussion of "cases" of teaching practice (Richert, 1991; Shulman and Nelson, 1989); mentoring 

ofless experienced teachers by more experienced teachers (Feiman-Nemser, 1992); pairing of 

teachers with similar experience to observe and discuss one another's teaching; video-taping 

lessons for analysis and discussion (Lampert and Ball, 1998); and many other approaches that are 

documented in the educational literature of general and Jewish education. 
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Context Matters 

The four principles outlined above refer to the activities and sessions themselves, but 

research in general education also highlights a crucial additional dimension for successful 

professional development-the conditions needed in educational institutions that will allow 

professional development to flourish and be effective. Good professional development requires a 

supportive institutional context (Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin, 1996; Little, 1993; Lord, 

1994): 

Concentration on formal programs of professional development tends to 
obscure issues of obligation, incentive, and opportunity in the salaried 
workday and work year. Investigation of teachers' instructional 
assignments, ratio of in-class to out-of-class time, and school-level 
affiliations .. . provides us both with a perspective on motivation or 
pressure.to learn and with a description of those opportunities to learn 
that are embedded in the social organization of schools (Little, 1993, p. 
147). 

The context of the individual school, in other words, has a great deal to say about the 

attitudes and realities of professional development in its environment. Is professional 

development deeply woven into institutional life or is it a "luxury" that gets eliminated by the 

constraints of time and budget? Are there rewards, both monetary and psychic, for teachers who 

engage in advancing their own learning? And do schools create the conditions that allow teacher 

growth to happen? Some of the key conditions include the following: 

A. "Critical Colleagueship ": Brian Lord (1994) has argued that teachers need 

opportunities to sit with colleagues and "ask increasingly more powerful and revealing questions 

about the practice of teaching" (p. 184). But in order to do so, teachers must work in settings that 
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allow and encourage such encounters to happen in a safe and professional atmosphere: 

This kind of collegiality cannot be fostered in environments of 
professional isolation. Teachers need to hear other points of view, need to 
air their own ideas among colleagues whom they trust and respect. Yet the 
willingness of teachers to serve as commentators and critics of their own 
or other teachers' practices is dependent, in part, on perceived 
reciprocity- on the likelihood that other members of a department, a 
faculty, or the profession more generally will participate fully (p. 185). 

Although professional community begins in one' s own school, we also need ways to create 

community for teachers beyond their own schools so that teachers of the same subject matters 

and teachers of the same age children can work and learn together (Pennell and Firestone, 1996; 

Little, 1993). 

B. Time : Improving practice in teaching is not a short-term activity. Teachers need time to 

work on their craft, learn new ideas about subject matter and deepen their understanding of how 

children learn. In order to do so, professional development must be redefined as a central part of 

teaching. It can no longer be an "extra," tacked on at the end of a long day. Rather, it must be 

woven into teachers' daily lives. For example, in supplementary schools this might mean adding 

an hour paid time per week for teachers to meet together, study Jewish content, investigate 

curriculum materials and plan lessons and approaches to the school's subject matters. 

C. Leadership: Without the support of the school leader, professional development will 

not succeed. The influential Rand Change Agent Study sums up the concept very clearly: 

Without the support of the school leader, professional development will not succeed. 

The support of the principal was directly related to the likelihood that 
teachers would continue the project in part or in its entirety after special 
funding was withdrawn. The principal gives sometimes subtle but 
nonetheless strong messages about the legitimacy of the project operations 
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in the school-a message that teachers cannot help but receive and 
interpret in terms of their professional self-interest. (McLaughlin, 1991 , p. 
66). 

What will Jewish educating institutions have to do to help professional development become 
central? 

Policy planners within communal institutions and leaders-both lay and professional

within schools themselves need to begin to rethink (or think for the first time!) about the 

importance of professional development for teachers. For the foreseeable future the teaching 

core in Jewish schools, in both day and supplementary settings, is not going to be radically 

transformed by an influx of new, knowledgeable, and well-prepared faculty. By and large, the 

teaching force currently in place is the reality that needs to be worked with. That being the case, 

professional development of a serious and intensive sort must be a key element in changing the 

core practices of Jewish schools. 

To begin with schools will need to devote much more time to professional development 

activities. This has budgetary implications to be sure, but it also entails thinking hard about 

structural changes that will free up teachers for professional development. The budgetary side of 

this picture includes financial incentives for teachers who participate in professional 

development, either as direct payment, linked to raises, or connected to benefits. Freeing up 

teachers' time may also mean hiring substitutes to cover classes during professional development 

sessions or allowing teachers to view one another's classes, adding extra meetings during a 

month and paying teachers for their time attending these meetings, or using vacation times for 

professional development. If schools want to develop teaching as a practice of intellect and 
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investigation (Lampert and Ball, 1998), if schools want to become "centers of inquiry" (Schaefer, 

1967), they will need to spend money on video taping classes, so that teachers can study their 

own practice with colleagues. 

Second, not all professional development should or will go on within the confines of a 

teacher's own school. Jewish schools or the Jewish community will need to set aside money for 

scholarships, for study opportunities in Israel, etc. 

Third, Jewish schools need to use the available resources of their communities in ways 

that advance the agenda of professional development for teachers. This includes many options 

for learning Jewish subject matter content available at local universities. It means taking 

advantage of the offerings of local Boards of Jewish Education, Hebrew Colleges (in the 

communities in which they reside), and national denominational movements and training 

institutions. Increasingly options for study are available from distance learning and the Internet. 

But it's important to remember the four principles of good professional development outlined 

above. Schools may need to press other institutions to do run coherent, targeted programs and 

give up the much more prevalent one-shot workshop::;, except when those workshops a 

specifically appropriate to the kind of learning ( certain skills, etc.) envisioned in the session. 

Fourth, principals need the preparation to become articulate advocates for professional 

development within their schools. Teachers need the support and advice of an educational leader 

who understands issues of teaching and learning, particularly of Jewish subject matters. Such a 

principal would know what it takes to change teachers' roles and practice in their classrooms and 

in the school. 
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At the most basic level, all principals need to value the enterprise of professional 

development. In addition they should be able to: plan, develop and evaluate initiatives in their 

own institutions; work with their teachers to develop appropriate individual professional 

development plans; and work to advocate for particular programs that might best be offered 

across institutions or outside of the school. Some principals may even be interested and skilled 

enough to take on actual responsibilities for implementing the professional development 

activities themselves.3 

Beyond all that principals should be engaged in professional development themselves, 

becoming better versed in the challenges of teaching and learning Jewish content while modeling 

for the teachers in their schools the importance of ongoing professional preparation and Jewish 

learning. 

Fifth, although the literature from general education emphasizes the acquisition of skills 

and knowledge, Jewish education also has to deal with the spiritual and religious side of 

professional development. To be representatives of the Jewish tradition-as most teachers are 

expected to be-teachers need to have clarity and confidence in their own beliefs and attitudes 

about issues such as prayer, God, tradition and Torah. Although the "inner landscape of a 

teacher's life" has been explored by some thinkers in general education (e.g. Palmer, 1998; 

Greene, 1978), the need to deal with the personal aspects of teaching is particularly relevant and 

3 Elsewhere we have argued that "there is also room for the creation of a new position in schools: the professional 
development resource person (PDR), a position parallel to the curriculum resource person employed by schools" 
(Holtz, Dorph, and Goldring, 1997, p. 162). The PDR slot may be filled the principal him or herself, depending 
upon the skills and inclinations of individuals in particular situations. 
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acute in Jewish education.4 

Finally, this effort will require people who can design and implement professional 

development sessions for teachers. The Teacher Educator Institute (TEI), a program5 for 

preparing such leaders, has attempted to create a model of professional development based on the 

best of contemporary educational thought and practice (Holtz, Dorph and Goldring, 1997). In 

the future we envision local communities developing their own versions of TEI or sending 

representatives from their schools and central agencies to a national center for Jewish teacher 

education in which the leaders of professional development can be prepared and nurtured. 

The contemporary Jewish community in North America has made admirable strides in 

placing Jewish education centrally on its agenda for the future. In some communities funding for 

Jewish education has increased dramatically. Private foundations have also backed up their 

promises with financial support for a variety of new initiatives. We stand at a moment of great 

promise. Yet without serious investment in the core enterprise of formal Jewish education-the 

teaching and learning that goes on in real classrooms-many good intentions will go for naught. 

What makes this moment particularly exciting is the fact that we have a great deal of knowledge 

about what it would take to help teachers improve their practice. Now is the time to put that 

knowledge into action. 

4 One notable exception was Melton teacher retreat program of the mid- l 980s. This is a model that may merit 
further investigation (Holtz and Rauch, 1988). 
5 TEI was created by the Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education (CIJE] with support from the Mandel 
Foundation and the Nathan Cummings Foundation. 
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Changing the core practices of teaching and learning must be at the heart of any effort to 
improve the quality of American Jewish education. The authors report on a study of the 
quality and quantity of professional development opportunities-in-service education- for 
teachers in Jewish schools in jive North American communities. Comparing professional 
development in these communities to the stale-of-the-art as presented in the research and 
policy literature from general education, the authors find that professional development in 
Jewish education falls short of the best practices being advocated in the general educational 
literature today. The article concludes with recommendations for improving professional 
development in 9ontemporary Jewish education. 

T n the past decade. the emergence of Jewish 
lrontinuity as a key concern of the North 
American Jewish community has placed the 
improvement"of Jewish education at the cen
ter of the communal agenda (Commission on 
Jewish Education in North America, 1991 ~ 
Holtz, 1992). A variety of strategies have 
been proposed to help achieve such improve-

A largeportioo of'this article was writ.ten while the fint 
two authocs wez-e Fellows• the Mandel Foundatioo in 
Jerusalem, and the research upoo which the article 
based was generously funded by Che Mandel Found.atioo. 
The opini<XlS expressed in this report are those of ~e 
authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
funding agency. 

ment, most of which have focused either on 
specific targets for change ( educational trips 
to Israel, buildingnewday schools, etc.) or on 
structural and organizational changes within 
the community, such as new funding struc
tures or new roles for local federations 
(Ruskay, 1995/6~ Woocher, 1996). 

But like reform in general education, such 
efforts in,ewish education rarely look at what 
Richard F. Elmore has called "the core of 
educational practice," namely, the experi
ence of teaching and learning that comprises 
the heart of what Jewish education-at least 
in formal settings-is necessarily about. As 
Elmore puts it: 
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Muci1 of what passes for "change" in U .S 
schooling is not really al,out changing th e 

core.. lnnovatJons often cml>ody vag,uc in

tentions of changing the core through modifi

cal.lons that ar c weakly related. or no t rel;llcd 

at all. to the core .. 
l lowevcr. the changes are ofien not c,-plic-

1tly connected to fundamentnl changes 1n the 

way 1-nowledge is constructed. nor to the 

divi~1011 of respon~illility lJetween teach er and 

student, tl1e way ~1 ude11ts and teacher interact 

with each other around k'l!owledge, or any of a 

variety of other stable conditions in the core. 

Hence, changes in scheduling seldom trans

late into changes in the fundamental condi

tions of teaching aod learning for students and 

teachers (Elmore, 1996, p. 3). 

In the context of Jewish education, by anal
ogy, we could replace the phrase "chanI?,e.<; in 
scheduling" in the sentence above with a 
phrase like "changes in the structural rela
tionships between federations and boards of 
Jewish education" and come out with the 
same conclusion Elmore reaches: By and 
large the fundamental conditions of teaching 
and learning in Jewish schools remain un
changed! 

What would it take to really change the 
core practices of contemporary Jewish educa
tion? How could we imagine the experience 
of teaching and l~ing fundamentally al
tered in today's classrooms? One crucial 
element in implementing such changes is 
ongoing, effective professional develop
ment- in-service education-for teachers in 
Jewish schools (Dorph, 1995). Such a strat
egy raises many challenges, both for policy 
planners and implementers. In this article we 
address two key questions that must be con
sidered in order to guide new approaches for 
Jewish communal policy in improving the 
core enterprise of Jewish education: 

1. What characterizes the latest thinking 
about professional development in the 
world of general education? 

2. What kinds of professional development 
are typically offered in Jewish education 
today, and how does professional dcvel-

opment 1n Jewish education compare to 
the state-of-the-art 1n the field , as delin
eated by contemporary standards in gen
eral education? 

To answer those quest tons we report 1n detail 
on a study of teachers · professional develop
ment offered in fi ve Jewish communtt1es 
Finally, based on the discussion of th e issues 
above, we propose approaches to professional 
development that could have an important 
impact on how teachers teach and conse
quently how children ex perience thei r Jewish 
education. 

Before looking at these issues, we need 
first to presen'. the rationale behi nd our advo
cacy of professional development as the ap
propriate strategy for addressing the improve
rnen t of the core practices of teaching and 
learning in Jewish schools. Why do we argue 
in favor of this approach? After all, an 
obvious answer for improving practice is to 
recruit teachers with rich Jewish backgrounds 
into the field and to find ways to place these 
prospective teachers in strong teacher prepa
ration programs (at the "pre-service" level). 
But both of these responses are long-term 
solutions to an immediate crisis. Moreover, 
given the part-time nature of the field
particularly in supplementary schools-such a 
change in personnel is not likely to happen 
without major innovations in school and staff
ing structures. In addition, even if it were 
desirable, it is impractical to imagine replac
ing the entire population of those teachers 
who have inadequate preparation, given the 
vast numbers that would be involved. 

On the other hand, it is obvious that teach
ers currently in Jewish schools are in need of 
professional development. In research previ
ously published we showed, among other 
thin~. that teachers in Jewish day schools, 
supplementary schools, and preschools were 
highly motivated and took their work seri
ously, but were not well prepared for their 
jobs, both in their formal Judaic background 
and in their educational training. In the 
supplementary schools in particular the teach
ers lacked learning in Jewish subject areas 
and training in Jewish education. Less than 
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20 perce nt oft he teachers were professionally 
prepared in both pedagogy and Judaic sub1e~1 
matter(Council for ln1t1at1ves 111 Jewish Edu
cation. 1994. Gamoran cl a l. . 1998) 

Since the preparation and educat ional 
background of teachers .ire alllong the most 
i111po11a111 factors 111 innuencing teacher ef
fectiveness ( Darli ng-HallllllOnd. 1997 }. these 
findings indicate a cruci.i l area in need of 
dramat ic improvelll ent Thus along with 
imagini ng bell er plans for recruiting talented 
people into the field of Jewish teaching and 
together with efforts to improve existing 
teacher preparation programs and create new 
ones, it is clear that much work needs to be 
done \.vith the population of teachers now in 
the fie ld. 

On the positive side, the study ofeducators 
quoted above also discovered an important 
additional fact: Contrary to the popular no
tion that Jewish education was staffed by a 
transient, constantly changing population of 
teachers, most of the teachers studied planned 
to stay in current positions and viewed Jewish 
education as their career, even though (or 
perhaps because!) many of their positions 
were part-time: 

Enhancement of professional growth is a pow
erful strategy for reform because teachers are 
committed, stable, and° career-oriented. Even 

among part-time teachers, who lack formal 
training as Jewish educators, many view their 
work in Jewish education as a career and plan 
to stay in their positions for some time to 
come. These teachers are a ripe target for 
higher standards of professional growth 

(Gamoran, et al., 1998, p. 22). 

It makes sense, therefore, to argue that 
ongoing professional development for teach
ers must be at the heart of any effort to change 
the face of contemporary Jewish education. 
We have learned from general education that 
professional development is important even 
for teachers with excellent backgrounds and 
preparation (Darling-Hammond et al., 1996; 
Little, 1993 ). Jewish education calls out even 
more dramatically for the continuing educa
tion and training of teachers. 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND 

THE RECONCEPTUALIZATIO N OF 

T EA CIIING 

Until recentl y the domi nant appro.ich to 
professional development for teachers, seen 
both in general and Jewis h educat ion. has 
taken the for m of one-shot workshops or. at 
best. short-term passive activities, with lim
ited follow-up (Go ldenberg & Gall imore, 
199 1 }. The conte nt of such in-service work
shops was built upon a "one size fits a ll" 
approach- the idea that professional develop
ment strat~gies are applicable to all partici
pants regardless of the educational setting in 
which the teacher worked, the age of the 
student in the teacher's class, or the subject 
matter to be taught and learned. 

Such strategies are based on a "transmis
sion of information" model of professional 
development: It is assumed that each teacher 
w~uld "learn" the latest new techniques and 
bnng them back to her or his own classroom 
making whatever "adjustments" might ~ 
necessary. Teachers in this conception are 
treated as passive recipients of techniques 
and practices, rather than "intelligent, in
qui r~ng individuals with legitimate expertise 
and important experience," as one study has 
put it ~S_parks&Loucks-Horsley, 1989, p. 50). 

It 1s important to emphasize that different 
approaches to professional development tend 
tci emanate out of different conceptions of 
~eaching itself. That is, the model ofprepar
mg teachers is closely related to the style of 
teaching and learning envisioned in the class
rooms in which the teachers will be 'WOrking. 
Thus the "old" paradigm of professional de
velopment grew out of a particular view of 
teaching that focused on teachers transmit
ting information and children listening and 
remembering (Feiman-Nemser & Remillard. 
1996). 

In recent years, hov.ever, reformers in 
general education have advocated for a differ
ent kind of teaching to replace conventional 
practices in classrooms. At times this ap
proach has been called "teaching for under
standing" (Cohen, 1990; Cohen et al., 1993), 
though its roots go back at least as far as 
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Dewey It 1s a view of 1cacl11ng that moves 
away from a more 1rad111011al image of"1cach-
1ng :-is tel ling :-ind le:1rn111g ns listening" 10 a 
v1s1011 of " le:1rn111g as 1e ll111g. leaching as 
lis1c n1ng"(L1 lllc.199J) Morcove1.th1sview 
secs te,iching as not mainly a technical skill 
( though 11 docsrequiresk1llfulncss).bu1 ra1hcr 
;is an unpredictable and uncertain pract 1cc 
(Bal l & Wilson. I 996. McDonald. J 992) 
r: ,n a lly this notion of teac hing emphasizes 
the fact that teachers need to have knowledge 
111 order 10 leach well. bu1 knowledge of a 
certain k1 nd. knowledge th at is specific to the 
pedagogic issues Inherent 111 the sub1ec1 mat
ters that they are teaching (Grossman, J 990. 
G ross man ct al. 1989: Shulman. 1986: 
Stodolsky, I 988). 

These three elements of teaching-a focus 
on teach ing for understanding, a recognition 
of the uncertain nature of teaching, and a 
need for what Shulman ( 1986) calls "peda
gogical content knowledge" in the areas that 
they teach-call out for new models and ap
proaches in the professional development of 
teachers. 

This conception of teaching requires a 
different understanding about what teachers 
need to know and be able to do. It asks us 
the refore to think differently about the kind of 
professional development offered to teachers 
(Wilson et al., 1993). If teaching is "subject 
specific" (Kennedy, 1991), for example, ge
neric approaches to teaching that are said to 
be appropriate to all ages and subjects are 
unlikely to succeed. In the same way, ge
neric, "one size fits all" professional devel
opment programs will not succeed in improv
ing leaching in the classroom. If teaching is 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOP M ENT FOR 

TEA C H ERS: TH E STATE OF T H E ART 

According to 1hc bcs1 tl1111k1ng 111 contc111-
porary educa11011. what docs good profes
sional devclop111ent for teachers look like? A 
number of d1 ffercnt clements have been iden
tified by curren1 rese.irch as characteristic of 
high-qual11y professional development pro
grams. Here we po1111 ou1 four that have been 
shown to be critical So111e of the 111os1 
important research undergirding these rec
ommendations can be found 111 Darling
Hammond & McLaughlin, I 996: L1tlle. I 993 · 
Lord, 1994. McDiar111id, 1994. McLaughlin. 
& Talbert, 1993. 

I . (iood professional development 1s con
nected to knowledge of the content Iha/ 1s 
being_ taught Teachers need to develop 
soplllst1cated understandings of the sub
jects they are teaching. By sophisticated, 
we mean having the ability to understand 
the key concepts and skills of any particu
lar subject and at the same time under
standing the best ways to present them to 
students or help s tudents discover these 
central ideas on their own. It means 
knowing the subject matter, but also un
derstanding how that subject is under
sto9(! (or misunderstood!) by children. 
What are the likely confusions that stu
dents will have? What are the best ways 
to overcome them? What activities in a 
class_roo~ are most likely to encourage 
and msp1re students to learn the subject 
matter? All of these questions indicate 
the kind of understanding of subject mat
ter that teachers need to attain. an uncertain practice, it demands profes

s!onal developme?t opportunit~es for analy
sts and self-reflection insteadofhow-towork
shops with easy answers and ''tricks" for the 
classroom. If knowledge is at the core of 
teaching. it calls for a variety of new strate
gies to improve and deepen teachers' learn-
ing (McDiarmid & Ball, 1989). And educa
tional settings will need to encourage teach-
ers to experiment and help teachers through 
the real struggles that accompany any effort 
at change (Little, 1986; McLaughlin, 1993). 

2. Good professional development has a 
clear and focused audience in mind: Be
cause the subject matter content of teach
ing is so central to professional develop
ment, good programs are not based on 
generic teaching skills meant for a wide 
range_ of participants, but are targeted. 
For example, they are aimed at a specific 
audience of teachers-either by the sub
ject matter being taught or the grade of the 
students who are the potential learners. 
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J. < inntl p r ofi•ssi,mal clel'e l o1>111e11I has ,, 
coh,•renl plnn. s 11s to111('d 01 ·,·1· 11111(' Pro
fessional deve lopment requ ires a we ll 
1hought-out pl,1 11. bot h fo1 111divid u,1I 
teachers and for the educa11onal I nst1tu
t ion (orsyste111) asa whole. Sessions must 
fo llow a me.111ingful educationa l pattern. 
bui ld ing upon one another in a sequenced 
man ner. In addition. professiona l devel
opm ent requires an ongoing cu mulative 
effect that can best be effected over ti me. 
Even thoug h a ··one-shot workshop" may 
be able to transmi t some elementary fact~ 
or practices, real change in teaching re
quires susta ined, coherent learning. 

4. Good professional development gi11es 
teachers opportunities to reflect, ana
~vze. and work on their practice. Teach
ers need " to· develop ideas, learn about 
practices, and gain a more solid sense of 
themselves as contributing members of a 
profession" (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 17). 
That is, teachers need to have the chance 
lo examine their ideas and approaches to 
teaching and learning and to think about 
the ways that these ideas are actualized in 
the real life of teaching. T hey need oppor
tunities to take what they have discovered 
about their current work, put new ideas 
into practice, and then reflect on their 
successes and failures as they attempt to 
implement new ideas. · 

In particular the research on profes
sional development in general education 
has found that teachers have been best 
able to make significant changes in their 
teaching practices in the context of"pro
fessional learning communities." In the 
same way that physicians get to present 
cases to their colleagues and discuss the 
best approaches to real-life situations in 
their field. teachers too must have the 
chance to \.VOrk with peers to improve 
their practices. 

In this approach, one finds groups of 
teachers studying the teaching and learn
ing processes together, sometimes with 
the assistance of"outside" experts, some
times on their own (Lord, 1994; Pennell 
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& F,rest_one, 1996) Teache rs have op
portu111t1es to voice and sha re successes. 
doubts. and frustrat ions They learn 10 
ra ise concerns and cnllcal q11es1.1011s abou1 
their own teaching and abou t their col
leagues· teacl11 ng 

W HAT DOES PROFESSIONAL 
D EVELOPMENT CU RRENT L Y LOO K 

LIK E IN JEWISH ED UCAT ION'! 

_ As a starti ng point toward chang, ng prac
tice 111 Jewish education, it is essential to 
ascertai n what opportunit ies currently ex 1st 
for the professional development of teachers 
in Jewish schools. Five com munities partici
pated in a survey of existi ng opportunities: 
Atlanta, Bal timore. Cleveland. Hartford, and 
Milwaukt:e. T he <.;0111munities were selected 
to represent an a rray of structu res and pro
grams in Jewish education. However, be
cause participation was volu ntary, and be
cause some of these communities were en
gaged in exploring new approaches with 
Council for [nitiatives in Jewish Education 
(CIJE), the characteristics of programs in 
these locations may be. more favorab le than 
those in North America as a whole. 

The survey took place in 1996. It targeted 
two groups of providers: central agencies for 
Jewish education and synagogue supplemen
tary schools. The survey thus reveals the 
entire spectrum of professional development 
programs for supplementary teachers, as well 
as many of the programs available to day 
school and preschool teachers, insofar as 
such programs are offered by the central 
agencies. 

All central agencies and synagogue schools 
in the five communities responded to the 
survey. and a total of 173 separate programs 
were tallied across the five communities. Of 
t~ese, 141 were offered by the central agen
cies, and 32 were sponsored by synagogue 
schools. A program could entail a wide 
variety_ of settings and activities, ranging 
from smgle workshops to min-courses, re
treats, and so on. 

It is_ important to note that t\.VO types of 
professional development were not included 
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111 tlle survey One was 1he all-day or 111ult1-
day confcre11 ce that educators often auend . 
such :-is the :-in11ual convention of the C'o:-ili
t1011 for the Adv;i11ceme111 of Jewish Educ:-1-
11011 (C' AJE). or local conferences patterned 
after(' AJE There were I I such local confer
ences. most of whteh lasted one day These 
were highly diverse ,n their content and thus 
did 11 01 lend the mselves 10 the survey catego
ries. but may be kept in 111111d as add11ional 
opponun ities for professional development 
Another type of opponunity that does not 
appear 111 our survey results consists of courses 
offered al local colleges or institutions of 
higher Jewish learning. Programs affiliated 
with institutions of higher learning were in
cluded only iftheyweredesigned with central 
agency staff for the in-service education of 
teachers . If they were sunply available for 
any member of the public, we did not include 
them in our purview. Nonetheless they may 
be importa nt vehicles for improving teach
ers' knowledge. 

Focus oo Jewisb Cooteol 

Two types of programs emphasized Jew 
ish content. In one type, a particular Jewish 
subject matter is the focus of the program (see 
Box l ). In 'The Akedah," the main emphasis 

· was on partic ipants' grappling with the diffi
cult subject matter of the biblical tale of the 
binding of Isaac. 

Another type of program that emphasized 
Jewish content, such as that illustrated in Box 
2, centered on teaching a specific Jewish 
subject matter. Although the Jewish content 
itself was not the main point of "Hebrew 

lns1ruc11onal Issues." the co1111ec1101110 con
ten t was inherent 111 the program 

Many programs lacked a deep co1111ec11011 
10 Jewish subJeCI mailer They tended 10 
focus on specific pcdagog1cal or leadership 
st rategics. i11 wl11ch the subJect mat ter was 
assumed to be generic. or 1n wluch the Jewish 
co111c111 oft he po1en11al subJect matter was 1101 
addressed in the program Bo" 3. "How 10 
Use Stones in Your Teach ing." provides an 
example of a program that did 1101 focus on 
Jewish content. 

Overall, 23 progra ms, or 13 percent. fo
cused on Jewish content per se, and another 
32 programs ( 18%) focused on methods for 
teaching a partic ular Jewish content. The 
remaining programs (69%) centered on is
sues of pedagogy, leaderslup, or other topics 
without arttculating a concrete connection to 
Jewish subject matter. Figure I d isplays these 
percentages. 

Sustained nnd Co herent Programs 

As is typical in general education. our 
survey suggested that opportunities for pro
fessional development in Jewish education 
tend to be one-shot workshops that meet for 
relatively few hours and are not part ofa long
term, coherent plan for teachers' profess ional 
growth. Sixty-three p rograms ( 37%) met for 
only one session, and another 49 percent (85 
programs) met for between too and five ses
·sions. O nly 12 percent of programs met for 
six or more sessions. 

Similarly , 24 percent of the programs spent 
a total of two hours or less addressing a 
coherent theme, and only 11 programs (6%) 

BOX l. AN EMPHASIS ON .JEWISH CONTENT: "THE AK.EDAH" 

This program, offered by the local central agency, was open to all teachers in Jewish 
schools. A professor of Jewish studies at the local university taught this program. He 
engaged teac hers in an in-depth study oft he text and then used the Akedah (the Binding 
of Isaac, Genesis 22) to explore ways of teaching Jewish texts to younger students. The 
program met four times for a total often hours. Even though the course occurred over 
a period of several Y-teeks, it did not incorporate follow-up efforts to support or reflect 
on teachers' efforts to improve their teaching of Jewish texts in the classroom 
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BO X 2. A N El\1 PII ASIS ON INSTRUCTION I N A SPECI F I C C ONTENT A REA: 

" H E BR EW I NSTR U CTIONAL ISSUES" 

This program was offered by a central agency for a speci fic congregation. which was 
reviewi ng and revising lls Hebrew curriculum The progra111 began by exploring 
general 111ode ls of language acquisition and then considered ways of applying these 
models to Hebrew learni ng. Following this. issues of faith development and sp,rnuality 
were considered as among the ways one 111ay choose to teach Hebrew acqu1si11on This 
progra111 met four times for a total often hours It was designed as pan ofa c11mculu111 
redesign proJect for this synagogue supplementary school. Separate but related 
programs were offered for a ll teachers Ill th is congregational school to st rengthen their 
Hebrew rcad1 ng skills and to involve them 111 the redesign of the curriculum 

focused on a theme for 20 hours or more. 
Anot her aspect of coherence concerns 

whether the prog ram is part of a more com
prehensive plan. "Hebrew Instructional Is
sues" (Box 2) is an instance of a program that 
play a role in a broad, long-term approach to 
renewal and growth for a synagogue supple
mentary school. Overall, only 27 programs 
( l 6%) w-ere part of such a comprehensive 
plan, whereas 146 programs (84%) lacked 
such articulation to a wider context. 

Programs Geared toward a 
Specific Audience 

Another problem with many workshops, 
besides their limited. duration, is that they 
tend to assume all participants have the &ame 
backgrounds and needs, when in fact Jewish 
educators vary greatly in their training, past 

experiences, and teaching roles. Almost half 
of the programs v,e counted (47%) were not 
designed for a specific audience. The others 
were created with a variety of panicular con
sumers in mind, as illustrated in Table I. 

Op por tu n ities to Reflect on Practice 

None of the examples we have offered so 
far provided teachers with a formal opportu
nity to take what they had learned, develop a 
classroom application, and reflect upon it 
with other participants. Indeed, very few 
programs offered such an opportunity. Of 
course, nothing prevented teachers from try.: 
ing out new ideas they may have picked up. 
But that is not the same as creating a formal 
mechanism that encourages teachers to re
flect on their v.ork. Overall, 80 percent of the 
programs lacked such mechanisms. Of those 

BOX 3. A PROGRAM THAT DID NOT EMPHASIZE J'EWISH CONTENT: 
"HOW TO USE STORIES IN YOUR TEACHING" 

This central agency program was designed to help s_upplernentary school teachers 
integrate storytelling into their classrooms by teaching them how to write a lesson plan 
that includes stories, exploring the role of storytelling in the curriculum, helping them 
find and choose appropriate Jewish stories, and instructing them in the art of storytelling 
through modeling and discussion. The program met once for t\.YO hours on a Sunday 
afternoon. 

In this type of program, Judaic subject matter is not addressed per se, but only noted 
as an example of how the skills under discussion might be applied. The practice of 
Jewish storytelling was not presented as unique or different than secular storytelling. 
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that did, 14 programs (8%) included a coach
ing or mentoring component , 17 programs 
( I 0%) had a formal process of classroom 
experimentation and reporting back to the 
professional development group, and 11 prer 
grams (6%) established networks of educa
tors that offered formal opportunities for re
flection . Only two of the programs were 
designed for teams of participants from dif
ferent institutions. 

Typical versus Exceptional Progrnms 

Our survey showed that attributes ofh1gh
quality professional development are lacking 
in many of the programs available for teach
ers. T he picture becomes sharper when we 
consider how few of the programs exhibited 
all oft he characteristics recommended by the 
research on teacherpr9fessional development. · 
As Figure 2 reveals, only four programs (2%) 
across the five communities had the four key 
characterist ics, which we defined as (1) de
s igned to contribute to specific content knowl
edge; (2) a series of six or more sessions on a 
coherent theme; (3) targeted for a specific 
audience; and ( 4) designed to help educators 
reflect on their practice. Fourteen programs 
(8%) embodied three of these characteristics, 
37 (21%) included t\W, 78 programs (45%) 
displayed only one of the key characteristics, 
and 40 programs (23%) had none. 

What sort of exemplary program incorpo
rated all four of these elements? Box 4 
provides an example. 

~t~ ,;_: ;: ~; ,·;., 
f re ,t~m.s .. ~,. 

tHIHH·i'·' 

Machon /, 'A4onm. /Jeres/111 was a long
term, focused, and reflective program that 
engaged deeply with Jewish content. An 
evaluat.on provided evidence to support par
ticipants ' reports of gains in their Jewish 
knowledge, increases in the richness of their 
Jewish teaching, and changes in the cultures 
of their schools, encouraging a more open, 
change-oriented approach to teaching. 

WHAT POLICIES SHOULD BE 
INTRODUCED CNTO JEWISH 

EDUCATION AND HOW? 

T here is no reason why the principles of 
good professional development evidenced in 
the best of contemporary general education 
cannot be introduced into Jewish education 
today. In some of the programs studied in the 
research described above we are able to see 
elements of this approach already being put 
into action. But, unfortunately, far too many 
examples of professional development in Jew
ish education have not caught up with the 
latest thinking in general education. Four 
dimensions of good professional develop
ment must be at the heart of an effort to 
improve teaching in Jewish education: 
(1) subject matter content, (2) focused. tar
geted professional development sessions, 
(3) coherent plans sustained over time, and 
(4) direct relationship to teaching practice. 

Activities for Teachers 

Within such programs there are many 

SPR IN G 2000 



I 'r,!fes.<11lllul I )e1·dop111,·11t <// T,·t1cher.< 111 .l,·u 1th School.< 18 I 

nox·4, AN EXEMPLARY PROGRAM: "MAC/10 1\' !,'MORIA!: m :·R1:·sl!l1"' 

This program. sponsored by a private foundation . was designed to i111prove teacl1111g 111 

Jewish early childhood education and to enhance early childhood centers as supponivc 
contex ts for teaching and learning Twenty-six educators from five Jewish preschools 
partic ipated in the program. which lasted fo r two years. In the year of our survey. the 
program 111et weekly for 24 weeks. for a total of 48 hours Participants attended as 
preschoo l tea ms. and each team inc luded the preschool director . 

. \lac/um/, 'A fonm · /Jeres/111 consti tuted a learning com mun 1ly. Pa rticipan ts studied 
Jewish tex ts and rituals and focused on integrating this content with their knowledge 
of child development to design new approaches to bringing Jewish content 10 their 
preschool chi ldren In add1t1on 10 the teaching faculty. the progra111 brought 111 
"coaches" who met weekly with each school's team to discuss what participants had 
learned as well as attempts to bring new insights to their classrooms The program 
provided many opportunities to try out new practices and discuss their outcomes in small 
groups. 

activities that teache rs can engage in that will 
help improve their teaching practice. These 
include the creation of in.formal study groups 
about Jewish content and reading groups 
about educational theory and practice both 
within and outside of school (Darling
Hammond & McLaughlin, l 996); focused 
investigations of existing curriculum materi
als with an eye toward analyzing the way the 
materials might be used in the classroom 
(Ball & Cohen, 1996; Ben-Peretz, 1990; 
Zumwalt, 198 9); the preparation and discus
sion of "cases" of teaching practice (Richert, 
1991; Shulman & Nelson, 1989); mentoring 
of less experieu.ced teachers by more experi
enced teachers (Feiman-Nemser. 1992); pair
ing of teachers with similar experience to 

observe and discuss one another's teaclti ng, 
videotaping lessons for analysis and discus
sion (Lampert & Ball, 1998); and many other 
approaches that a re documented in the litera
ture of general and Jewish education. 

Co otext Matters 

The four principles outlined above refer to 
the activities and sessions themselves, but 
research in general education also highlights 
a crucial additional dimension for successful 
professional development-the conditions 
needed in educatronal institutions that will 
allow profession~ development to flourish 
and be effective. Good professional develop
ment requires a supportive institutional con
text (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 

Table/ . Are programs geared toward a specific audience? 

Audie nce Defined Bl'.: # of Proi:rams 1/. of Proi:ranu 

lnstitutiooal Setting 66 38% 

School Aflil.iatioo s 3% 

Role r£ Educalors 10 6% 

Expaimoe of Educators 11 6% 

Form.al Training of Educators 0 0% 

Aac of Students 28 16% 

No< Designed for Any Specific Audimoc 82 47% 
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All ( our kty c haractui,tics: 4 

protratn1 --

None o((ltc ke y charadcri,ti c i: 

40 pr ocrarn , -

23% 

1996; Liltle, 1993; Lord, 1994). 
The context of the individual school, in 

other words, has a great deal to say about the 
attitudes and realities of professional devel
opment in its environment. Is professional 
development deeply woven into institutional 
life, or is it a " luxury" that gets eliminated by 
the constraints of time and budget? Are there 
rewards, both monetary and psychic, for teach
ers who engage in advancing thci r own learn
ing? And do schools create the conditions 
that allow teacher growth to happen? Some 
of the key conditions include the following: 

"Critical Colleagues hip " 

Brian Lord ( 1994) has argued that teach
ers need opportunities to sit with colleagues 
and "ask increasingly more powerful and 
revealing questions about the practice of teach
ing'' (p. 184). But in order to do so, teachers 
must work in settings that allow and encour
age such encounters to happen in a safe and 
professional atmosphere: 

This kind of collegiality cannot bo fosterod in 
environments of professional isolation . Teach
ers need to hear other points of view, nood to 
air their own ideas among colleagues whom 
they trust and respect. Yet, the willingness of 
teachert to serve as commentators and critics 

0 nly on < key chara.ctcriui c: 78 

proi:ram , ., 

46% 

of their own or other teachers' practices is 
dependent, in part, on perceived reciprocity-
on the likelihood that other members of a 
departmeot, a faculty, or the profession more 
generally will participate fully (p. 185). 

AJthough professional community begins in 
one's own school, we also need ways to create 
community fo r teachers beyond their own 
schools so that teachers of the same subject 
matters and teachers of the same age children 
can work and learn together (Little, 1993; 
Pennell & Firestone, 1996). 

Time 

lmproving practice in teaching is not a 
short-term activity. Teachers need time to 
work on their craft, learn new ideas about 
subject matter, and deepen their understand
ing of how children learn. Therefore, profes
sional development must be redefined as a 
central part of teaching. It can no longer be 
aq extra, tacked on at the end of a long day, 
but must be woven into teachers' daily lives. 
For example, in supplementary schools this 
might mean adding an hour paid time per 
week for teachers to meet together, study 
Jewish content, investigate curriculum mate
rials, and plan lessons and approaches to the 
school's subject matters. 
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\V11hou1 the support of the school leader. 
professional development will not succeed 
The influential Rand Change Agent Study 
sums up the concept very clearly 

The support of the pnn c1pal was directly re

lated to the hl..efihood that teachers \\OUld 

conllnue the JHOJect in p11rt or in its enhrety 

after special funding was w ithdrawn . Th e 

pnnc1pal gives sometimes subtle but nonethe

less ~1roog messages about the legitm1acy of 

th e project operations m the school- a mes

sage that teachers can.not help but receive and 

interpret in terms of their professional self

interest (McLaughlin, 1991, p . 66) 

How Jewis h Educa ti onal lnst1tut1oos 
Can Help Professional Development 

Become Central 

Pol icy planners within communal institu
tions and leaders- both lay and professional
within schools themselves need to begin to 
rethink (or think for the first time!) about the 
importance of professional development for 
teachers. For the foreseeal>le future the teach
ing core in Jewish schools. in both day and 
supplementary settings, is not going to be 
radically transformed by an influx of new, 
knowledgeable, and well-prepared faculty. 
By and large, the teaching force currently in 
place is the reality that needs to be worked 
with. That being the case, professional devel
opment of a ser;ous and ;n/ens;ve sort must 
be a key element in changing the core prac
tices of Jewish schools. 

To begin with, schools will need to devote 
much more time to professional development 
activities. This has budgetary implications to 
be sure, but it also entails thinking ha rd about 
structural changes that will free up teachers 
for professional development. The budgetary 
side of this picture includes financial incen
tives for teachers who participate in profes
sional development, either as direct payment, 
linked to raises, or connected to benefits. 
Freeing up teachers' time may also mean 
hiring substitutes to cover classes during 

professional developlllent sessions or allow
ing, teachers to view one another·s classes. 
adding ext ra mecltng,s during a lll011th and 
paying, teachers for the1 r ti me attendt 11g, these 
meetings. or using, vacation t1111es for profes
sional development If schools \\',!Ill to de
velop teaching as a pract ice of 1111e llec1 and 
investigation (Lampert & Ball. I 998J. if 
schools want to become "centers of 1nqu1ry" 
(Schaefer. 1967), they will need to spend 
llloney on videotaping c lasses. so tha t teach
ers can study their own practice \.vith col
leagues 

Second. not all professiona l development 
should or will go on within the confines ofa 
teacher's own school Jewish schools or the 
Jewish community will need to set aside 
money for scholarships. for study opportuni
ties in lsrael, and the like. 

Third, Jewish schools need to use the 
available resources of their communities in 
ways that advance the agenda of professional 
development for teachers. It means taking 
advantage of the offerings of local Boards of 
Jewish Education, Hebrew Colleges (in the 
communities in which they reside), local 
universities, and national denominational 
movements and training institutions. In
creasingly distance learning and Internet 
options for study are available. However, it is 
important to remember the four principles of 
good professional development outlined 
above. Schools may need to press other 
institutions to run coherent, targeted pro
grams and give up the much more prevalent 
one-shot workshops, except when those work
shops are specifically appropriate to the kind 
oflearning (certain skills, etc.) envisioned in 
the session. 

Fourth, principals need the preparation to 
become articulate advocates for professional 
development within their schools. Teachers 
need the support and advice of an educational 
leader who understands issues of teaching 
and learning, particularly of Jewish subject 
matters. Such a principal would know what 
it takes to change teachers' roles and practice 
in their classrooms and in the school. 

At the most basic level, all principals need 
to value the enterprise of professional devel-
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opmenl. In addi tion they should be able to 
plan.'dcve lop. and eva luate initiatives in their 
own institutions: work \.vi th their teachers to 
develop appropriate indi vidua l professional 
development plans: and advocate for particu-
1.ir progra ms that lll1ght best be offered across 
111s11t ut1011s or ou ts ide the school. Some 
pri 11c1pa ls may even be inte rested and sk i I led 
enough to take 011 actual respons ibilities for 
i111plelllen 11 11g the professiona l development 
activi ties themselves' 

Beyond .ill that. princi pa ls should be en
gaged in professional development them
selves, beco ming better versed 111 the chal
lenges of teaching and learning Jewi sh con
tent while lllode li ng for the teachers in their 
schools the importance of ongoing profes
sional prepa ration and Jewish learning. 

Fifth, althoug h the literature from general 
education emphasizes the acquisition of ski I Is 
and knowledge, Jewish education also has to 
deal with the spiritual and religious side of 
professional development. To be representa
tives of the Jewish tradition-as most teach
ers are expected to be-teachers need to have 
cla rity and confidence in their own beliefs 
and attitudes about such issues as prayer, 
God, tradition, and Torah. Although the 
"inner landscape ofa teacher's life" has been 
explored by some thinkers in general educa
tion (e.g., Greene, 1978; Palmer, 1998), the 
need. to deal with the personal aspects of 
teaching is particula rly re levant and acute in 
Jewish education. 

Finally, this effort will require people who 
can design and implement professional de
velopment sessions for teachers. The Teacher 
Educator Institute (TEI), a program of the 
Mandel Foundation (partially supported by a 
grant from the Nathan Cummings Pounda
tion)for preparing such leaders, has attempted 
to create a model of professional development 

'Elsewhere we have argued lhal "there is also room 
for lhc creation of a ocw position in schools: the 
professional dcvclopmail resource person (PDR), a 
position parallel lo the curriculum resource persoo 
employed by schools" (Holtz ct al., I 997, p. 16'2). The 
PDR slo< m.ay be filled by lhe principal dcpaidiog upoo 
bis or her skills and inclinations. 

based on the best of contemporary educa
tional thoug ht and practice (Holtz et a l. . 
I 99 7). In the future we envision local com
munit ies developing their own versions of 
TEI or sending representatives from their 
sc hools and cent ral agencies to a national 
cen te r for Jewish teacher education 111 which 
the leaders of professiona l development can 
be prepared a nd nu rtured. 

T he contemporary Jewish colllmuni ty 111 
North America has made admirable strides in 
placing Jewish education cent rally on ,ts 
agenda for the futu re. In some com munities 
funding for Je\.vish educat ion has increased 
dra matically. Private foundations have also 
backed up their promises with fi nancial sup
port for a variety of new initiatives. We stand 
at a moment of great promise. Yet without 
serious investment in the core enterprise of 
formal Je\.vish education- the teaching and 
learning that goes on in real classrooms
many good intentions will go for naught. 
What makes t his moment particularly exc it
ing is t he fact that we have a g reat deal of 
knowledge about what it would take to help 
teachers improve their practice. Now is the 
time to put that knowledge into action. 
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