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A MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIRMAN

The Councii for Initiatives in Jewish Education was established as an outgrowth of the
Commission on Jewish Education in North America in November 1990,

CIJE brings together distinguished educators, professionals, lay leaders and philanthropists of the
continental Jewish community o energize Jewish education in North America. Visions of what
should and can be achieved in the 21st century need to be repeatedly placed before our
communities” leadership, and the wherewithal to do so obtained. The CIJE can provide a unique
blend of individual and institutional advocacy in North America.

The Lead Communities Project is intended to demonsirate that local communities can
significantly improve the effectiveness of Jewish education through careful organizing for the
task, with a coalition of community institutions, supplemented with continental institutions and
I€S0Urces.

This planning guide has been prepared to assist the lead communities in their work.

Jurt: X Juguddl

Morton L. Mandel
Chair
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[draft: guide.G6C (2-10-93]
LEAD COMMUNITIES PLANNING GUIDE

"Our goal should be to make it possible for every Jewish person, child or adult,
to be exposed 1o the mystery and romance of Jewish history, to the enthralling
insights and special sensitivities of Jewish thought, to the sanctity and symbolism
of Jewish existence, and to the power and profundity of Jewish faith. As a motio
and declaration of hope, we might adapt the dictum that says, 'They searched
from Dan to Beer Sheva and did not find an am ha’aretz!” 'Am ha’aretz,” usually
understood as an ignoramus, an illiterate, may for our purposes be redefined as
one indifferent to Jewish visions and values, untouched by the drama and majesty
of Jewish history, unappreciative of the resourcefulness and resilience of the
Jewish community, and unconcerned with Jewish destiny. Education, in s
broadest sense, will enable young people to confront the secret of Jewish tenacity
and existence, the quality of Torah teaching which fascinates and attracts
irresistibly. They will then be able, even eager, to find their place in a creative
and constructive Jewish community.”

Professor Isadore Twersky
A Time to Act, p. 19
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"It is clear that there is a core of deeply commitied Jews whose very way of life
ensures meaningful Jewish continuity from generation to generation. However,
there is a much larger segment of the Jewish population which is finding it
increasingly difficult to define its future in terms of Jewish values and behavior.
The responsibility for developing Jewish identity and instilling a commitment to
Judaism for this population now rests primarily with education.”

"Recent developments throughout the continent indicate that a climate exists today
for bringing about major improvements. However, a massive program will have
to be undertaken in order lo revitalize Jewish education so that it is capable of
performing a pivotal role in the meaningful continuity of the Jewish people.”

A Time to Act, pp. 15 & 16

Atlanta, Baltimore, and Milwaukee have taken on an exciting challenge and an awesome
responsibility: to dramatically improve Jewish education throughout their communities, and in
the process, to serve as beacons in this endeavor for others in North America. These "lead
communities” will provide a leadership function for others in communities throughout the
continent. Their purpose is to serve as laboratories in which to discover the educational practices
and policies that work best. They will function as the testing places for "best practices” --
exemplary or excellent programs — in all fields of Jewish education.

INTRODUCTION

This set of guidelines has the luxury and the challenge of preaching to the converted.
Jewish communities understand and have been engaged in planning for a long time. The lead
communities more than many others have made pioneering efforts in planning for Jewish
education and continuity. Despite that advantage, all of us are acutely aware of the limitations
in the available information and the magnitude of the task of setting out a plan that addresses the
challenges of the Lead Communities Project.

The purposes of these guidelines are to:

m offer approaches, methods, data collection instruments and other tools to use in the
planning process, and

B give some measure of uniformity to the planning process that each of the lead
comumunities will engage in.

Each community will, of course, need to tailor these guidelines to its own circumslances.
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I. FIRST STEPS

"Fundamental to the success of the lead communities will be the commiiment of
the community and its key stakeholders 1o this endeavor. The community must be
willing to set high educational standards, raise additional funding for education,
involve all or most of its educational institutions in the program, and thereby
become a model for the rest of the couniry. Because the initiative will come from
the community itself, this will be a "bottom-up” rather than a "top-down” effort.”

A Time to Act, p. 68

Rationale

First steps refer to preparations, to allow for smooth sailing once the serious work gets
underway. '

Major Activity Areas
There are two major areas for attention:

1. Initial mobilization of leadership {lay, educators, rabbis and professionals)
2. Introducing the idea into the community

Building a "wall-to-wall coalition" of all key actors in the community who have a stake
in Jewish education is an important initial step of the Lead Communities Project. A widening
net of stakeholder involvement in Jewish education is one of our instruments for engaging a
larger portion of the Jewish community. The mobilization of leadership is a pivotal element for
achieving that objective.

The first issbe is to identify and recruit core leadership to spearhead the lead communities
effort, while devising a structure that allows a broad cross-section of the community to become
actively engaged in the project. The leadership therefore must be carefully selected (lead
communities may want to contact CIJE staff or board members for help in recruiting key people),
and the structure must allow ample opportunity for constituents to obtain a stake in the process.
Box 1, Concentric Circles of Leadership, suggests a possible framework for organizing the
project.

Tasks
1. Identify and recruit key ieadership, including:

m Chair
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4. Devise task force structure

It is helpful to organize task forces to address substantive issues and make
recommendations to the full commission. Once pilot operations begin, the role of these
committees can be modified to monitor and evaluate projects they have initiated.

There are several ways of organizing task forces. Here are some samples:

m  Main thrusts of the recommendations of the Commission on Jewish Education in
North America

O personnel

O community mobilization

O research/self-study

© Israel experience

B Delivery settings, e.g.:
© day schools
O supplementary schools
© programs in informal settings

B Functional, the classic "Board of Directors" model, e.g.:
pilot projects

best practices

goals/visions of Jewish education

monitoring and evaluation

fundraising

coalition building and marketing/networking
educator’s survey

five year planaing

00000000

Issues to consider in deciding on the most effective approach for organizing include:

M  Energizing: Whether topic areas are likely to generate excitement among potential
committee participants and stakeholders.

® Priorities: Do the topics represent articulated, or iikely, priority areas of the Lead
Communities Project.

®  Content expertise: How do staff knowledge and other resource experts relate to the
potential topics? Do any of the organizing approaches make better use of available
human resources?

m  Bridge building: Likelihood of fostering collaboration, of enlisting membership in
each committee that is representative of multiple constituencies.

CIJE Planning Guide 8







. SELF-STUDY

"[An important step in mobilizing is...] to review the curremt state of Jewish
education in its various aspects. This will provide the basis for analyzing the
problems, considering the achievements and shortcomings, and determining where
the most promising opportunities for improvement might lie.”

A Time to Act, p. 31

Rationale

Obtaining reliable information about something as complex as a community’s educational
system is an ongoing endeavor. Its payoffs are immediate, long-term, and continuous: as the
community learns more about itself, its decision making will improve. Over time, the process
will yield better and better quantitative and qualitative data about what exists in the community’s
Jewish education system, how good it is, what pecple in the community want, what more is
needed and what works better.

Lead communities can offer leadership in this area too, developing means, methods and
experience for an ongoing process of serious self-study. Hopefully, the tools developed in lead
communities will be disseminated for other commun:ties to adopt and adapt. ClJE is a resource
for designing and carrving out the self-study, as well as for disseminating findings and new
products.

The initial purpose of the self-study is to provide commission members with an
increasingly solid foundation of information, to enlighten even the most knowledgeable insider,
and to identify the critical issues and choices the commission may choose to address. It will also
help move the community towards establishing standards of achievement that the community
aspires to.

The self-study process is an ongoing one; it will not be completed within the first year
of the project. It is proposed that during the first year of the project the self-study include the
following 3 elements:

1. A profile of the Jewish education enterprise in the community, including the following:

Participation (absolute numbers, rates and trends)

Inventory of personnel, programs, institutions, organizations
Program resources

Financial resources

2. A needs analysis to focus during the first year on personnel-related issues, a central part of
which will be an educator’s survey.

CIJE Planning Guide 10


















Box 6: Targeting

Several criteria can be applied in making decisions about what information or which
groups to target in the needs analysis.

+ Present knowledge: How much is already known about the topic or the needs of the
group? Has the issue or group previously been studied? Are there significant open
questions about what the needs are or how they should be addressed?

+ Priority: How high a priority is the topic or sub-group with respect to Jewish
education? Are the needs of this group for Jewish education a major issue or concern in
| the community?

* Scope: Is the scope of its impact (for example because of size or centrality) likely to
be large?

» Feasibility: What resources of time, effort, money are needed to answer the open
questions? For example, does available personnel have the expertise to design and carmry
out the study? Are data collection instruments available in the community or elsewhere
that can be adapted?

Measures of Need: There are three conceptual ways of considering need:

a. "Market:" Actual demand by a defined set of people.

b. "Standard:" A measure of how much people require, or, from the community
perspective, what is needed to realize a set of aspirations.

c. "Receptivity:" What people might potendially respond to, i.e. "buy”, but cannot
articulate because it is not within their past experience.

In designing the needs analysis, you must decide which measure or measures will be most
useful for each subgroup. The CIJE’s "Goals Project” and its "Best Practices” project may help
reveal valuable insights which will help communities define appropriate measures. The criteria
for targeting will be helpful in narrowing the measures as well (see also Box 6).
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The quality of programs is generally measured by assessment of levels of achievement,
or measures of performance. The task in Jewish education is substantially more difficult because
of the paucity of satisfactory tests of knowledge or achievement, and the complexity of defining
a set of generally acceptable standards. For these reasons, in the short run at least it makes sense
to rely on "surrogate” measures of performance. For example, attendance and longevity/dropout
statistics can be enligbtening as indicators of changes in student performance. At the same time,
lead communities may spearhead efforts to develop more direct measures of student performance.
In undertaking developmental work of this sont, communitics may want to draw upon the
expertise of national organizations (e.g., CAJE, CJF, CLAL, JESNA, JCCA) and national training
institutions with whom CIJE has developed partnerships.

If enrollment or attendance is [ow, or dropoff at age 13 is high, is it because the
prospective students are not out there, no effort is made to recruit, the programs are poorly
designed or because effort is needed 10 increase parental support? Information on the quality and
effectiveness of programs is important for identifying strengths and weaknesses of the existing
system, for developing strategies for improvement, and uitimately for establishing a baseline
against which the impact of future efforts can be measured.

Regardless, the difficult in measuring quality dictates that in this area especially several
iterations of study are necessary. Findings and gaps uncovered in one round define the task for
the next round, as the community’s efforts to better evaluate, collect information and conduct
surveys are implemeated, and bear fruit.

Generally speaking, three types of measures can be used: (1) input, (2) output or
performance, and (3) outcomes. See Box 8 for examples of measures to consider. If you find
an absence of information on effectiveness -- that, in itself, may suggest that critical issues for
the community will be:  How should programs be evaluated and against what criteria? What
are the characteristics of an excellent educational program? Should there be a process for setting
community standards and "accrediting” programs? Should there be an effort to develop
community-wide performance indicators and what should they be?

CUE Planning Guide 18










































create a sense of excitement. Programs selected as pilot should be ones which are likely to be
consistent with long term directions, or likely to show results in a short period of time. Box 15
contains sample criteria for use in selecting pilot projects.

Selecting pilot projects that address high priority enabling options -- namely personnel and
community mobilization ~ is another way of helping to ensure the viability of the effort. Sample
pilot programs are listed in Box 16.

Box 15: Sample Criteria for Pilot Project Selection

» Improves the profession (teachers, principals, and informal educators})

+ High visibility -- likely to reinforce community mobilization efforts (e.g. catalyze
stakeholder support)

* Maximizes the opportunity to replicate good results from other communities (e.g., via
"Best Practices")

+ Promotes multi-agency programming and cooperation

* Draws upon the resources and expertise of national training organizations (i.e., via CIJE
partnerships)

* Can feasibly be implemented quickly
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Box 17: Steps in Developing Program Recommendations

+ Adapt commission criteria for evaluating ideas

» Develop list of promising program ideas: review "Best Practices” materials for
promising programs, confer with CIJE, best practices sites, and/or national institutions

e Review most promising ideas for content, scope of impact, and quality
» Test assumptions: define questions and obtain answers

» Review with CIJE, national experts, and local users

« Detail program needs, operations and implementation
+ Estimate costs

+ Set priorities and phasing among program ideas

* Present priorities and justification to Commission
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This Guide was developed and written by Dr. James Meier of Ukeles Associates, Inc,
Dr. Jacob Ukeles, President of UAI, contributed to revisions in the document. A number of
people reviewed drafts of the Guide and offered valuable comments during its preparation.
Thanks go to: Shulamith Elster, Annette Hochstein, Mitchell Jaffe, Virginia Levi, Arthur
Rotman, and Jonathan Woocher.
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Who is Eligible

Any central commenal entity within a city or metropolitan
area (as recognized by the Council of Jewish Federations)
with a Jewish population between 15,000 arnd 300,000 is

eligibie. This includes any combination of the Jollowing:

g A Federation

o A Federation and a central educational agency
= A Federation and a council of congregations

o A communizy-wide cealition invelving Federztiorn,
congregations, educaticnal and other institutions

Lh



How to Apply

To be considered a potential lead community, a central
coramunal entity should submit a four to scven (4 - 7) page
oreliminary proposal to tha CIJE, This should include:

1

A cover lerrer signed by 2n authorized representative
of the central entity. It should identify a commitee
to guide the project; indicate the criteria for naming 2
major communal leader to chair such a commiitee (or
provide a name i a chalr nas already 2ce
identified); and bricfly descripe the probable size and
composition ¢f the projecied (or actual) commitiee,
Tha letter should also addrass the issue of probable
( r actual) professional leadership for the project (e.

o you contemplate a Lead Community Director?).

]

U T

Aler 2 page statistical orofile including Jewish
population; number of individuals receiving various

types of Jewish educatien, poth formal and informal;
a listing of Jewish educationsl agencies and
programs, ~oth formal and mform'.; current spending
on Jewish cducation; and the number and type of
people involved in Jewish educziorn.

Al or 2 page description oF current or recent studies
of commuznity needs and resources or plans Zor
Jewish: education, Please cite examples of innovative
efforts in Jewish education alrcady undertaken in
your community,

A_1 or 2 nage essay describing the overail approach
10 educational improvement that your commuaity
mignt use i selected as a lead community. The
essay should make the case for why vou think tha
VOUT commuiity would maxe an out-tahdmc ead
community,

0









Full Proposals

Proposals (submitted by those comraunitics selecied o o
finalists) should include the following ;l:.mer:r.s

c

A 2 to 3 page summary description or copies of
previously prepared documerts that adcress e
curren: view of the educational pecds of the
communiny.

-

A 2 to 3 paze analysis 07 copics O Drevious prepar ared
documznss tnat address the cemimunity’s capabilite
he commitments outlined o tha

A 30 5 paze doserintion of ',h: strazegy that the
comniuniny would lke tcouse inimplemonnng its
vizion of Jewish education. This s sirate gy should
address the @pproach to *ncctin.g e pcrsumel needs
of Jewish education in the commuanity: and the roie
of ths israel experienca. It should addrass both
informal and formal education k *‘ch,dmu now formal
and informel education siratez.3s can ve ntegrated).
It should dzrtifyv priodiiyv :)ook. lation g:oap (e.z. pre-
school chiidren: pre-barbat mitzvah children; post-
barDat mizvak st"cie:lrs; colleze age and youn
aculrs; and adults and seniors) and educational
settings (e.z. supplementary, cay school, college/
vniversity degree programs).

h

S

A 2 to 3 page description of the anticipated planping
piocess to bc used I the community is selected to be

a lead community.

'y

A preliminary projection of the scale or size of the
project (e.g. in doilars) and possibie local sources of
fundinz.

%
e

u

1






Technical Note

Preposals (preliminary and full) should be wvped or printed on
letter size paper, double-spaced using a fuil-size type face and
normal margins, Please do not submit appendices or
supplemental matecials to the preliminary proposal. If reviswers
need additional infermaticn, shey wiil ask for it. Faxed
proposals will aot be accepred.
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implementing it in their localities, no matter how good their intentions. What makes a cur-
riculum 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 1ssue of translation from the Best Practice site to the Lead Community site is one which
will require considerable imagination. [ 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

--Early 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 specitic populations served:
-- adults
-- children

-- retired people
There were numerous other possibilities as well.

Qur 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 to add a ninth area called "community-wide imtiatives.” These
were programs usually based in a BJE or Federation which aimed in a communal way to have
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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 enterpnse.

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 schoo! 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 improsve the gnality 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 soctal 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 thts report.
The simple fact is we have no 1dea how many successtul supplementary schools are currently
operating in North America. We have cenainly heard our share ot bad news about the
Hebrew school over the past twenty-five years, but we have heard very little about the success
stories. It 1s likely that the numher i1s small. nonetheless. 1t 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 CIJE Senior
Advisers committee asking for their suggestions. In addition, we sent a stmilar 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 hrought 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. 1 have called this the difference between writing a "report™ and wnting a "portrait”
or study of an institution.* As turther iterations of the Supplementary School volume
develop, we would like to see more in-depth portraits of schools and programs.

ZThe 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 repost on "Temple Bnai Zion"), which have
a clear sense of their "vision" (see, for example, "Congregation Reyim," a school with a very
different viston 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 a2 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 Leader 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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For some of the best practice schools recruitment is not a major probiem. 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"?

Stili, 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, 1s 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 cruc:al 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 mterrelated 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. Trere are a number of suggestions
that the reporis 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 suppiementary 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. c) efforts to build a sense
of personal Jewish commitment in teachers.

The best practice schools use local central agencies. derominational organizations and
at times commercial Jewish textbook publishers for teacher education sessions. Teachers are
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ferent settings. The overall goal of family involvement is clearly an important one for many
reasons. Family involvemnent 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
curniculum 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 Communities 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 1s 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 vanety of ways.
Professor Seymour Fox has often spoken about the Best Practices Project as creating the "cur-
riculum” for change in the Lead Communities. This should include: Exploration of the
particular schools through study 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 1o 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 element in the improvement of Jewish education. Even those
programs which "work" can be improved. Other 1deas as yet untried need to impiemented 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 1s likely that developing these new ideas will come under the rubric of the
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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
tbe articulation or at least the validation, of these goals in an ongoing way
[What 1s the process by which this articulation and involvement happens?)

c. --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 alter Bar/Bat Mitzvah

[Does the school have actual data about this?]

I1. Curriculum and Instruction Issues

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

[Is 1t a written curniculum? Do they use materials published by the denominational
movements? By commercial publishers?)
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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 Eastern city.

Ismah houses four separate, semi-automous schools, each with its own programs and
stafts.

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.

[saiah 1s characterized by its well-trained, stabie 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 lIsaiah
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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
J.) 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. Kindergarteness and first graders only attend
classes on Sundays. Second through seventh graders attenc school three days a week for a
total 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 foliow 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 nstitution for the elderly: a professional writer wili 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 a Hebrew high
school program, where alumni of the religious school and SSDS can meet. A typical
activity which draws about 100 teenagers is a 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 participate in a similar BJE struc-
ture. By enrolling in any Tuesday evening youth program at Isaiah a student automatically
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is happening in children’s classes. The rich resources of Isaiah are reflected in some of the
materials designed for a recent family education event. Children were learning about their
Hebrew names. One of Isaiah’s three on-staff art teachers designed and calligraphed spe-
cial birth certificates. Parents were supplied with xeroxes of perpetual calendars to look up
their children’s Hebrew birth dates and fill in the birth certificates. Later parents received
mailings of suggesied strategies for celebrating Jewish birthdays in educationally enriching
ways.

Ms. J. explained the benefits of such programs: a way of informing parents what is hap-
pening in class; educating parents themselves; public relations for the school within the
entire synagogue.

There are a number of frameworks within which children from the Religious School and
from Solomon Schechter can interact. Graduates of either school can earmn $5 an hour
working as tutors, helping the cantor in the "Hazan's Program." To qualify for this
particular program students must demonstrate cantorial proficiency. Religious school aides
are also paid $5 and are required to keep journals describing their work with younger
children. According to Jane Rachel, a ninth grader who works as a religious school aide
and attended SSDS, the $5 an hour pay represents an important incentive, giving the
program a firmer foundation than if she and her friends served as volunteers. Next year
ten young people have committed themselves to attending a two hour a month education
course as well as combined study in the Judaic Academy and Isaiah and journal keeping to
work as religious school aides or aides to the Havurah and younger children’s youth
groups.

YOUTH GROUPS

There are three youth groups for elementary school students (3rd and 4th graders; 5th and
6th graders; and 7th and 8th graders). Shabbat morning could find the following groups
functioning outside of the main sanctuary service: Torah for Tots: Junior Congregation
(led by Rabbi S. and comprised of young families; 2/3s of the children who lead the ser-
vices are from SSDS, 1/3 from the religious school); Middle School Minyan meets two
times a month and is only for kids, lead by Dr. P. and attended by SSDS students). Once
a month there 1s a free Shabbat lunch attended by any and all kids’ and their parents at this
lunch birthdays are announced.
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level and are in the works for higher grades. Curricular content is listed below by grade
level.

Aleph: Letter identification leading by the end of the year to oral reading. Throughout the
grade levels, understanding of Hebrew words is taught. On tests in higher grades students
are expected to write Hebrew words, names, etc., in response to questions {i.e. Avraham
(in Hebrew) left Haran (in Hebrew)}. We learn this in Sefer Bereshit (in Hebrew)] -
Melton holiday matenals - Family education programs orchestrated by Maretta (for
example, the moon & the calendar; Jewish birthdays & names)

Bet: The year of havdalah: family education program; learning first part of shaharit:
Israel; holiday vocabulary; Qur Living Past (Behrman House).

Gimmel: Kabalat shabbat; home rituals; Ron Wolfson’s seder shel shabbat materials;
Melton work books for Bereshit and kashrut. Through their work on kashrut students have
become enthusiastic callers with questions to the local Halacha Hotline. Near the end of
the year the Rabbi who runs the hotline visited the class and enabled children to meet the
person behind the voice on the telephone.

Daled: Torah reading, Passover Haggadah; the Book of Exodus

Heh: Hallel; the Book of Numbers; Rashi (through Melton curriculum)

Vav: Tikun Olam with reading of Jonah (self); Esther (responsibility); Ruth (extra acts of
loving kindness); Amidah.

At the completion of the vav year an examination of Jewish knowledge is given. In order
to graduate from religious school students must pass this examination. Occasionally stu-
dents fail and are given an opportunity to re-take the exam. Children failing the examina-
tion have been assigned an alternative: reading five books and writing reports. It has hap-
pened that a child did not pass the examination, chose not to fulflll an alternative assign-
ment and was not allowed to graduate.

At the end of the school year summer homework and/or reading lists are handed out.

Temple Isaiah
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validated through extensive interviewing of students and parents, Rabbi S. in part accounts
for the successful integration in the following way: By hiring him as a full time profes-
sional devoted to the religious school, the synagogue's leadership made an important state-
ment about their valuing of and commitment to the legitimacy of the supplementary school
and its programs. (Other strategies for positive integration have been noted above.)

The apparent success of Isaiah in terms of increasing enrollment and expressed enthusiasm
on the part of faculty, administration and students is contradictory to both current
demographic studies and patterns observed within the United Synagogue. When asked
about the apparent contradiction, Rabbi S. joked, "Welcome to Toronto." By this he
meant that the city itself represents a more traditional Jewish community than many other
U.S. cities.

In terms of implicit goals of nurturing positive Jewish identity and commitment, Rabbi S.
and teachers eagerly cite examples of children and teenagers who devote extra time and
effort to programs within the synagogue and to such positive affect and enthusiasm in
classrooms as manifested by Ms. C.'s fourth grader skit writers or Dr. M.’s video inter-
viewers.

It should be pointed out that from those interviewed. two themes explaining success were
most frequently articulated. Rabb: S., himself, was praised enthusiasticaily, and Rabbi J.
was credited with significant administrative acumen in creating the organizational structure
within the synagogue’s educational programs. It should be noted that one of Rabbi §.'s
first tasks, assigned by Rabbi J., as he entered Isaiah's employ was to write an administra-
tive manual for the religious school. Finally it should be appreciated that the synagogue
both had the money and leadership which enabled it to seek a skillful and talented profes-
sional staff.

June 1992

Temple Isaiah
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

"Ohavei Shalom Congregation”

Overview

In this report Kathy Green describes "Ohavei Shalom Congregation," a thirteen year old
Reconstructionist congregation of 125 family unit members, located in a small city in New
Jersey. Her report focuses primarily on the success of the family education program at
Ohavei Shalom. This is an example of how a small congregation with limitations on its
funding can effectively use family education as a means of both teaching children and
having a powerful impact on the synagogue as a whole.

Along with the regular curriculum of the school, year-long themes have been chosen for
the five years of schooling. The goal of the program is to help people find themselves
Jewishly by refracting their lives through the thematic concepts of the program. The
synagogue hopes to influence the culture of the family by brnging a new vocabulary and
symbaols into the home.

There are four components for presenting material related 10 a theme in any given year:
Farst, one hour of student class time on Sunday morning is devoted to the topic. second,
children and their parents are required to do projects at home together based on materials
that are sent home. The third component consists of adult education sessions on Sunday
mornings for parents.

According to the synagogue leadership, parental reactions have been positive and
enthusiastic. Because of this program the synagogue has a positive image of educational
outreach to families. The synagogue is young. with many young families and a youthful
rabbi. The number of young families means that it is not unreasonable to anticipate that as
the initial five year program 1s completed roughly half the members of the congregation
will have participated in the family education program.

Ohavei Shalom Congregation
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What no one, including Rabbi E.. could have anticipated as the program was being
initiated was the profound, ripple effect it would have on the nature of Ohavei Shalom as
a whole. This report will first focus on the family education program, its structure, goals
and evaluation, and will later turn to considering some of the larger effects of the program
on the congregation.

HEBREW SCHOOL

The family education program exists within the context of the synagogue's school, which
now has an enrollment of 85 children. The pattern of attendance in the school is as fol-
lows: three and four year olds come to the school one Sunday a month; five to seven year
olds attend every Sunday for two hours; and eight through -welve year olds attend Sunday
mornings for three hours and late afternoons on Wednesday, totalling five hours per week.
There 1s also a pattern of required attendance of Shabbat services: the pattern and its incre-
ments per year are as follows: three year oids - two services; four year olds - three ser-
vices; five year olds - five; six year olds - eight; and seven vear olds and above -
twenty-eight. Older children, approaching bar/bat mitzvah’ join Rabbi E. on the bimah
and help lead services. The general curriculum of the Hebrew school includes the
Behrman House series as a tool for teaching reading of siddur. Growth in numbers of stu-
dents in the Hebrew school parallels Rabbi E.’s tenure in the synagogue with numbers
increasing incrementally from the lower grades up. Currently ten teachers work in the
school; it is hard to make statements about stability of teacher tenure; Rabbi E. reports
that some of the teachers have been at Ohavei Shalom for several years while others
represent rapid tumover.

STAFF

Two teachers are working, one with each thematic year, in the family education program.
In contrast to the common expectation of finding women teaching in Hebrew schools, at
the end of this school year all those working with the family education program were men.
The staff consists of the synagogue’s rabbi, the Hebrew school principal, and two
teachers. What the two teachers most significantly share in common is extensive time
living in Israel. T. G., now a student at HUC/JIR, previously worked for five years as a
teacher on kibbutz and also comes to Ohavei Shalom with a number of years experience as
a HaBonim camp counselor. Joe F. lived in Israel on a HaShomer HaZair kibbutz from
1968 until 1980. He comes to Ohave: Shalom with previous experience teaching in
Hebrew schools but is employed as the vice president for production of a northern New
Jersey manufacturing company and sees his teaching as a "labor of love.” Harvey R., the
school principal, is regularly emploved as a public school psychologist; he also is a
veteran of elementary age yeshiva education. Mr. R. came to Chavei Shalom a year
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Still another aspect of the program is adult education sessions on Sunday mormmings for
parents. Topics for such sessions might include the origin of the menorah as a symbol at
Hanukkah time; or a psychologist leading a session on menschlich ways of interacting
with children and strategies for encouraging Menschlich behavior in children. During the
Menschlichkeit year adults attended a session devoted to ethical wills. At the end of the
class they were not asked to write ethical wills but rather were asked to list values and
ideals which they hope to hand down to their children. They were then told that their
children’s class would compile a list of values and ideals which they believed their parents
wanted to inculcate, and the lists would be compared. These adult sessions which occur
three times a year for each year’s theme are generally lead by Rabbi E. and occasionally
by a paid, expert, guest speaker. The sessions are separate from adult education courses
taught in the synagogue.

Adults and children join together for three sessions on Sunday mornings. A classic
parent-child session was a trip to a Jewish museum when Hiddur Mitzvah was being
studied. In the Menschlichkeit program parents and children chose to hand out leaflets
about recycling and environmental concerns at a local shopping mall.

UPON REFLECTION

What Rabbi E. perceives as unique about Ohavei Shalom's familv education program is
the combination of thematic approach with varying matrixes of interaction
(teacher/children; parents/children at home: teacher/adults; parents/children in trips or
special events). This year there were twelve children in the Hiddur Mitzvah theme year;
they came, as Rabbi E. quips, from ten and a half families (two twins and two
step-siblings were part of the program). Sixteen children in the Menschlichkeit program
this year represented fifteen families, accounted for by the presence of one set of twins.

Attendance 1s expected, and either Rabbi E. or Mr. R., the Hebrew school’s principal, try
to follow up absence with a telephone call. Unanticipated when the program was being
planned was the situation of a family with more than one child in close age proximity. In
such a circumstance Rabbi E. suggested to a mother that she give priority to any program
which included her children and "cut” adult education classes in which material being
presented seemed similar to what was addressed the previous year. This is an example of
idiosyncratic details that could not be planned for in advance.

According to Mr. R. and Rabbi E., parental reactions have been positive and enthusiastic.
Rabb1 E. could think of a family with young children that joined the synagogue in part
because of the positive image of educational outreach to families. He also notes that the
synagogue, although numerically small, fills its calendar with as many events as much

Ohaveil Shalom Congregation






--32

EVALUATION

When asked by what criteria the program could be evaluated, Rabbi E. and his staff all
pomnted to "positive feedback," enthusiastic comments, attendance, attentiveness and
involvement on the part of students. The program has received positive reviews from the
JEA, laudatory local newspaper publicity and an award from the Federation of
Reconstructionist Congregations and Havurot. When asked what might be done to improve
the program, the following ideas emerged: planning long in advance with guest speakers
in place and on the synagogue calendar as much as a year in advance; clearer, more
explicit statements of curricula for teachers; more staff meetings; either a loose leaf binder
or its equivalent on computer which would serve as a schedule diary and tell the user
"now 1s the time to send out reminder notices. etc.”; greater consistency in follow up
telephone calls to parents.

Rabbi E. explained that he was more intimately involved in the administration of the
program during its first year (1990-91) and because of other responsibilities within the
congregation pulled back a little this year and gave the school principal more
responsibility. He believes that as the program continues to grow, more administrative
time will be necessarily devoted to the enterpnise. That will mean either upgrading the
principal’s job from half to three quarters or full time or hiring someone to act purely as
family education administrator.

A problem within the synagogue which is not addressed by the familv education program
1s what to do with post Hebrew school children who will be veterans of the family educa-
tion project. At this point a few children go on to a regional Hebrew high school; a fled-
gling, faltering youth group is beginning . Rabbi E. is very proud that this year (in con-
trast to one student last year} eight or nine teenagers from the congregation are going to
HaBonim's Camp Galil.

June 1992
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

"Temple Bnai Zion"

Qverview

In this report Carol K. Ingall describes "Temple Bnai Zion," a large Conservative con-
gregation located in a mid-sized Northeastern city. Bnai Zion is a school with well-
articulated goals which drive the day-to-day life of the schocl. The school is characterized
by its special emphasis on prayer and includes in its regular program a mandatory Shabbat
experience for students and their parents once a month.

The school has a good record of sending its graduates on to the community Midrasha of
Jewish Studies, which mects in the school building. Temp.e Bnai Zion school is a place
where students and parents seem happy and there are few discipline problems. Teachers
who teach in both the local Schechter day school and Temple Bnai Zion sense little dif-
ference in the students’ behavior in the two institutions.

Bnai Zion is also noteworthy because of its ability to deal with probiems in the schoot
without despair or pessimism and in a creative, responsive and effective manner.
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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 moming 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 1ts accreditation review, has produced a cummculum 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 materal 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 teacners 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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educators, seven secular educators, a professionally trained music teacher and a profes-
sionally trained librarian, and the youngest member of the staff, an enthusiastic, "artsy”
college student (the daughter of a rabbi.) There is no one "Bnai Zion style;" the approach
toward instruction 1s an eclectic one.

The staff 1s a very stable one. In a faculty of seventeen, two are new to the school this
year. The principal meets with new teachers individually to orient them to the life of the
school. Only the coliege student was truly new to the school, The other new faculty mem-
ber was in fact a parent. Relationships between faculty and students are cemented through
long-standing family connections. Many of the children’s parents were taught by the
"old-timers” on the faculty. Most of the faculty belongs to the synagogue. Approximately
half of them attend synagogue services regularly. where they may run into their students.

I have discussed affective experiences earlier in this paper. | want to note that the Shabbat
and prayer experiences were first suggested by the parents. The principal reflects that she
1s in the fortunate situation of keeping up with the parents. She notes that there is a core of
activists who wanted more for their children, "They dnive me”. she said. They wanted her
to send information home on Thursdays for Shabbat evening table talk. They are a com-
mitted group who, although not opting to send their children to day school. want a
program with integrity. They are searching for spirtuality for themselves and their
children. They seem to have made this year an exciting one for the principal and faculty.

In addition to the programs mentioned earlier, the school is planning a family retreat for
November 1992, The goal is to capitalize on the parents’ interest and train them as
enablers in a "see one, do one, teach one™ mode. Before they attend the Shabbat retreat,
they will participate in a series of preparatory workshops. Upon their return, they must
commit to itnviting other families to a Shabbat experience. Other family programs include
the consecration service in which parents participate as Torah readers and prepare family
heirlooms like wimpeis and scrapbooks, and a "Roll Out the Torah" program which fea-
tures the making of flags for family parshiyot.

SUPERVISION

The principal supervises the faculty formally twice yearly. The process includes a pre-
observation and post-observation conference. The school has been involved in the United
Synagogue’s U-STEP program as a part of its regular commitment to professional
development. Faculty members are regulars at conferences sponsored by the Bureau of
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

"Midrasha Aleph”

Overview

In this report Carol K. Ingall describes "Midrasha Aleph,” a five hour per week, com-
munity supplementary school for post b'nai mitzvah-age students. It draws from both
afternoon schools and day schools, its students representing all positions on the denomina-
tional spectrum, although the large majority come from Conservative congregations.
Aleph has done an excellent job of providing students study of serious subjects in an invit-
ing fashion while providing affective education through its informal activities.

Classes in the Midrasha are wide-ranging in subject matter and are characterized by a
pedagogic style oriented toward discussion, The Midrasha has a stable faculty and the
teachers often are known to students from other arenas. Students are Jearning from texts
and are learning serious subject matter. The school monitors progress carefully and
graduates no one who does not meet the school’s minimum standards for graduation.

The Midrasha is particularly oriented toward promoting Jewish values through its informal
programs.
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The school is responsible to a govermning body, which is a standing committee of the
Bureau. This Midrasha committee consists of representatives of the Bureau, the three large
Conservative congregations whose graduates attend the school, community representatives
and a student representative. This group raises funds supervises curriculum, develops and
monitors the budget of the school, suggests informal activities and sets tuition and fees. A
unique feature of the school is that the three cooperating synagogues pay a sum
determined by the committee to help defray the costs of the school. This year the sum is
$75.00 per student for each of their congregation’s children enrolled in the Midrasha.
Each congregation also donates an hour of rabbinical teaching time or its financial equi-
valent. Tuition is $375.00 per annum, including busing. Scholarships are available to
those who show financial need. The Bureau, through its Federation allocation, makes up
the rest of the school’s deficit.

B. Goals

The goals of the school are as follows:

1. To raise the level of Jewish knowledge of students and their parents

rJ

. To create informal settings for community youth to socialize

. To foster commitment to Judaism and the state of Israel

3

4. To promote spiritual sensitivity, love of family and the synagogue

5. To instill Jewish values and ideals. turning them into life-long habits
6

. To encourage a love of k’lal Yisrael

C. Articulation and Communication of the Goals

The goals are disseminated through a Student/Parent Handbook, in the course catalog, and
through weekly articles in the local Anglo-Jewish press and monthly articles in the Federa-
tion newspaper. The principal pays visits to the feeder schools where she speaks to parents
and students about the goals of the school. Because these congregational schools have a
part in the governance of the school, because their rabbis teach in it and they pay a capita-
tion fee for their graduates who go on to the Midrasha, the rabbis include articles about
the Midrasha in their bulletins, and "push” the Midrasha to their b’nai mitzvah when they
address them from the pulpit. The school has created a brochure for potential students and
their families, as well as an effective slide-tape presentation. There is an annual Open
House to entice new students and parents. Each of these occasions is an opportunity to
promulgate the vision of the school as it is articulated in the goals delineated above.
Probably the most effective method for the dissemination of the goals is through students
and parents discussing them with their peers.
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nectedness to the state of Israel or provision of opportunities for Jewish teenagers to
socialize,

6. The school promotes Jewish values through its informal program. Students
demonstrated their solidanty with the newly arrived Russian teenagers by making them
welcome bags, including in them Midrasha calendars and coupons redeemable at teen
hangouts. Every Hanukkah they stage a Midrasha talent show at the Jewish Home for the
Aged. Selling candy before and after school gives the students a tzedakah kitty which they
divide among local, national and international agencies. They worked at Amos House, a
City shelter, and Trevor's Place in Philadelphia.

7. The school promotes its goal of awareness of k’lal Yisrazl by involving the students in
Federation’s Super Sunday and other community events. Students traveled to Washington
for the big Soviet Jewry rally in 1987. The school practices a commitment to k’lal Yisrael
in its day-to-day activities. There are several studenis with moderate to severe learning
disabilities enrolled in the school. This is done without fanfare. creating modified
programs or selecting courses that the student can master.

8. The school does well in keeping attrition to a modest percentage. These students are in
school voluntanly. Their parents want them to meet other Jewish teenagers, something
that doesn’t come easily in a statc with 17.000 Jews in a population of 1,000,000. Perhaps
ten to fifteen percent of the eighth graders drop out by tenth grade.

The number of drop-outs used to be higher four or five years ago. Recognizing the high
correlation of students wbo completed ninth grade with students who graduated in the
twelfth, the principal embarked on an active program to hold onto eighth and ninth
graders. She introduced a Shabbaton geared to younger students, created a special forum
for newcomers to the school to meet periodically with her. and devised a Big Brother, Big
Sister pairing. Attrition has been substantially lessened. The principal and committee note
that there 1s a strong correlation between a synagogue’s sense of ownership of the school
and student attrition. The synagogue which is most lukewarm in its support of the school
has the greatest percentage of dropouts.

The pnincipal is just beginning to collect data on what Midrasha students do in college.
The vast majority continue to take Judaic studies courses as undergraduates, perhaps
60-70%. Several Midrasha graduates have gone on to major in Judaic studies. The
analysis of the principal’s data should be most informative.
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The social aspects of the school cannot be minimized as a factor in its success in keeping
its students. The busing, first considered only as a political quid pro quo. has become a
potent force in creating friendships. The Wednesday bus leaves the local Jewish Com-
munity Center at 6:00 P.M. Students start congregating at 5:30, knowing this is an
opportunity to meet and socialize. Even when students receive their driver’s licenses, they
still take the bus. Only in their senior year, when their lives seem so pressured and saving
fifteen minutes by driving seems a major savings, do some students then take the family
car to Midrasha.

CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTION ISSUES

A. Formal curmicuium

The school has a lengthy curriculum tramed in terms of behavioral objectives, learning
activities, texts, and means of evaluation. The curriculum was mandated by the accredita-
tion process of the Bureau of Jewish Education. Most of the curriculum is teacher created,
although commercially available matenal for adults and voung adults are used in the
school. Because the school claims to be a comrrunity, not a denominational school
(although most of the students come from Conservative congregations), the principal is
careful to include materials which come from the UAHC or in the case of the few
Orthodox faculty members, matenal with which they are comfortable.

B. Content

Students are learning from texts and are leamning serious subject matter. The school
monitors progress by calling up students who are absent several days in succession, by
graduating no one who does not meet the school’s minimum standards for graduation and
by issuing report cards twice yearly. Interim progress reports are sent to parents whose
children are not performing satisfactorily. In the eighth grade students may grumble about
attending. but by their senior year, particularly after a trp to Israel, students know why
they are there. The principal reports that older Midrasha students and graduates repeatedly
tell her, "Now my Midrasha education makes sense.”

C. Instruction
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

“Emeth Temple"

Overview

In this report Samuel Joseph describes the synagogue school of "Emeth Temple," a large
Reform congregation in a mid-sized Midwestern city. Emeth Temple is an example of a
school that has undergone a great deal of change and improvement in the last few years.
The growth of this school can serve as a model for progress and development in other
synagogue settings.

The success of the school has been growing duning the past few years. In many areas of
involvement there is a marked increase in participation by students from the school. The
numbers of students attending UAHC summer camping programs greatly increased,
participating in Israel experiences. UAHC and other programs, rises each year. Most
impressive 1s that there are virtually NO drop outs after Bar/Bat Mitzvah until at least
through 10th grade. This year’s 12th grade class will graduate with two-thirds of the
onginal religious school class.

One of the strongest aspect of this school is how it participates in the life of the congrega-
tion. Emeth Temple as a congregation has a core value of responding to the social issues
facing the city and beyond. The school is a full partner in any response.
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increased. The number of students participating in Israel experiences, UAHC and other
programs, rises each year. The B’nai Mitzvah Program, a very extensive community
action curriculum, gets stronger and stronger. The Temple Youth Group is very large and
active and because of demand a Junior Youth Group is vigorous. Most impressive is that
there are virtually NO drop outs after Bar/Bat Mitzvah until at least through 10th grade.
This year’s 12th grade class will graduate with two-thirds of the original religious school
class. {The school keeps very accurate records conceming who registers and who does not
each year.)

In a goal area where it may be more difficult to "see” the increase in nvolvement, the
school attempts to model that behavior during school time. Tefilot are an example. The
school now has Tefilah every week in school so the students can practice Jewish life
behaviors.

Since the issue of retaining children after the bar-bat mitzvah is frequently raised in dis-
cussions of supplementary school Jewish education, I tried to discover why so many stu-
dents remain at Emeth Temple?

Essentially there are a constellation of reasons for this phenomenon. I spoke with the
Educator, Rabbis, parents, teachers, b'nai mitzvah tutors, and students. All confirmed that
the reason for the high retention rate is complex and multi-faceted. T will attempt to
explain what I learned.

Clearly there is a tradition in this congregation for post b'nai mitzvah schooling. It may be
a historical reason, since the early Reform congregations frowned on bar mitzvah and tried
to replace it with Confirmation in Sth grade. This congregation, founded by the “father”
of Reform in the U.S., to this day has large Confirmation classes in 10th grade. My
thought is there is a strong expectation by the Temple and parents that students remain
through Confirmation.

Add to the expectation of "at least 10th grade” the fact of the community’s Reform Jewish
High School. This program. ten years old, is tun jointly by five congregations. It meets
for three hours per week on Sunday evenings. All 9th-12th graders of those are eligible o
attend, and over 200 do! The High School is the meeting place for a large segment of
Jewish teens in this city. A report on the High School needs to be written some day, but
suffice it to say for pow that its presence is a strong motivator for students to remain post
bar-bat mitzvah.
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It is easy to see how the vision of the school, and the congregation, is communicated
everywhere one looks. There is a weekly Faculty Bulletin containing articles from the
world of Jewish education, secular education, Judaica and Hebraica. Teacher growth is a
major goal here. The Temple Bulletin has monthly articles about the school. The parents
have their own newsletter called Emeth Parents. Even the hallways are covered with let-
ters thanking the students for tzedakah projects they performed.

THE LIFE OF THE SCHOOL

There is a wonderful feeling in the school. Yes. there are discipline problems at times.
Usually in the upper grades. But the "trouble makers” terd to cause problems in only
small ways. Talking too much when it is quiet time. for example. Not listening to the
teacher is another. Yet the school has a policy of rewarding positive behavior. Each
semester teachers select students in their class who exhibit "correct” behavior. There 1s a
specific list of criteria for the teachers to follow. Students receiving this reward are called
a Class Act. They have their names published and they receive ice cream certificates, or
movie passes, and a certificate of recognition.

Overall, the discipline philosophy and policies of the school are admirabie, Parents are
sent a full description of the behavior philosophy. discipline policies. and the Class Act
Program at the beginning of the year. Post cards are sent hame after each class session 1f
needed. These cards range from the "We missed you hope ynu are okay" to " You should
know that your son/daughter was wondertul in class today”. The school also keeps exact
records regarding referrals of students to the office and contacts with parents when
required.

After analyzing the systemic issues in the school one is a bit overwhelmed by Emeth
Temple Religious School’s efforts to be a "good" school. They are committed also to
improvement and growth. And they are aware that a status quo really does not exist.

TEACHERS

The teaching staff at Emeth Temple Religious School most certainly is the heart of the
program. There are thirty-one paid teachers and 23 madrikhim. It should be noted here
that the school includes grades preK through 8 with grades 9 to 12 as part of the com-
munity sponsored Reform Jewish High School. The Educators and the Rabbis are centrally
involved in the high school program.
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CURRICULUM

As stated earlier, the curriculum of the school begins with the national curriculum of the
UAHC. This 1s followed through grade 4 and then the curriculum is a straight subject mat-
ter curriculum. The course work is enriched with special areas such as music and art.
Parents and teachers receive a fully written out copy of the curriculum so they can see the
course of study as a whoie.

Every grade level has one major project each year that relates to their area of study. This
project usually culminates with a large program, frequently including parents. For
example, the &th grade tzedakah unit culminated in a project called “Life Savers”. The
students developed a set of criteria for judging a person as performing "life saving” acts.
Using the Temple bulletin and mailings to homes, they called on congregants to nominate
members of the congregation who performied) such acts and the class voted to whom the
awards should go. Another grade studied Shabbat and culminated with a Family Day on
Shabbat.

Each class participates in family shabbat dinners at the Temple folliowed by services.
Several classes have a Grandparents Day on a particular Sunday. The class studying
life-cycle has a big Wedding. parents attend and participate. Tu b’Shvat was also a parent
invoivement day.

More work needs to be done in this area. but there is a strong desire in that direction.
Next year will see even more of these types of events.

Matenals used in the school, both print and non-pnint, come from about every source pos-
sible. All the major denominational and non-denominational publishers are represented.
The Educator is committed to providing the teachers and the students with the best
resource for a particular class regardless of who publishes it.

Evaluating what the students are learning is somewhat difficult in this school. The Hebrew
program is an exception probably because it is skill related. Each Hebrew class has testing
all through the year and a final assessment before they move to the next level. The other
classes are not tested in a traditional manner. Yet looking at the projects of each of the
grade levels, looking at the programs in which they paricipate, and taking into account
the overall level of participation in Temple life, it does seem that learning 1s going on.

The school does send home report cards twice per year. Called Progress Reporis, the
teachers relate the student’s achievements in class directly to the objectives of that
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At one time the religious education program at Emeth Temple was extremely weak.
People connected with the school had a low self image, as did the entire school "system”.
Since that time the school is on a meteoric rise with no limits in sight. There are areas to
work on, to improve. But people are saying "how do we get there”, "when do we get
there", not "we’re satisfied; it’s not important”.

June 4, 1992
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

"Congregation Reyim”

Overview

In this report Stuart Schoenfeld describes the school at "Congregation Reyim," a Reform
synagogue of 250 families located 1n the outlying suburbs of a large Canadian city.

Congregation Reyim school runs a successful and innovative program that is characterized
by an enormous amount of parental involvement, particularly as teachers, tutors and aides
in the classrooms. "Teaching our own” is the slogan of Congregation Reyim and this
approach 1s seen clearly in both the parental involvement and the rabbi's connection to the
life of the synagogue school.

By systematically training parents and graduates to become school staff, Congregation
Reyim addresses two perennial issues in North American Jewish education - first, teacher
recruitment; second, the gap between home and school.

The synagogue, through its rabbi, educational director and lay leadership, places a large
emphasis on the role of education. The education commitiee is reported to be the most
prestigious of the eighteen or nineteen committees in the congregation. It has ten mem-
bers; new families are brought on each year. It sets school policies, assists in all activities,
discusses curriculum and deals with exceptional cases.

This involvement with the school creates community and also presents important role
models for the students. Students see continuing involvement with Judaism lived out
before them in school among adolescents as well as parents. Older students stay after Bar
Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah. become teachers’ aides, Bar-Bat Milzvah tutors or teachers and
are active in the youth group.
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WHAT THE SCHOOL IS KNOWN FOR

The back cover of Congregation Reyim’s 1991-2 school booklet lists 60 school staff (35
female, 25 male) and 16 Bar-Bat Mitzvah tutors (10 female, 6 male). Forty of the school
staff are teachers; the rest work in some other capacity-- office work, volunteers, aids.
Thirteen of the Bar-Bat Mitzvah tutors are also school staff. The overwhelming majority
of the staff and tutors (all but two Hebrew teachers) are members of the congregation.
This 1s a substantial percentage of a congregation with 250 families. By systematically
training parents and graduates to become school staff. Congregation Reyim addresses two
perennial issues in North American Jewish education - first, teacher recruitment; second,
the gap between home and school.

The work put into teacher recruitment and training reflects a conscious strategy. As the
school booklet states, "Our school is based on the commitment to “teaching our owrn.”"
Teachers and parents are role models. When students see parents teaching they learn that
their parents value Jewish study and contributing to the community. While this is
presented as an educational strategy, it is also understood as a strategy of community
building. Many families join because they want to send their kids to religious school. The
congregation’s strategy accepts that this is motivation for many families. The congrega-
tion’s educational strategy draws parents as well as children into the school.

It also defines the context for those families whose initial inclination is to have a minimal
family involvement, one limited to sending the children to school. "It becomes our role, "
said the rabbi, "to see how subversive we can be-- and T use that word advisedly-- chang-
ing their behavior and seeing if we can encourage more Jewish activity in the family con-
text. Qur success is mixed, but the secret is to create expectations right off the bat and
also to have a critical mass.” Recruiting parents as teachers is important in its own right,
but it is also an important way of building up the critical mass of parents and students who
are role models to the less involved. The critical mass is further developed by having
many activities in the congregation organized around the school. by including adult educa-
tion 1n the responsibility of the education commitiee and by cultivating older students as
teachers’ aids. Bar-Bat Mitzvah tutors, youth group members and eventually teachers.

FORMAT OF THIS REPORT

For purposes of comparability with reports of other settings, the findings will be reported
using the categories of Holtz’s "Guide for Looking at Best Practices...." An additional
category, "Other comments,” is added at the end of major sections.
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discusses curriculum and deals with exceptional cases. The educational committee has sup-
ported the school’s educational strategy from the beginning and is guided by it in the deci-
sions 1t makes.

The educational strategy is not so much a topic for debate, articulation or validation as it
15 a fundamental part of the cuiture of the school - something which has always been there
and 1s now taken for granted. It's part of the package. What is not taken for granted is the
implementation of the strategy. The continuing activities which implement the strategy and
the monitoring of progress towards better implementation keep the strategy a living part of
the school.

The commitment to the educational strategy does not extend to all parents and children.
There are families which are ambivalent and marginal about their Jewishness, and some
classes where children from these families are the majority. The school and congregation
have programs to draw these families in, and the school and congregation communicate
clear expectations from the beginning. As noted above, "teaching our own" contributes to
building up the crtical mass of involved families so that they, rather than the marginal
ones, set the tone.

3. COMMUNICATIONS / VISION

The school’s distinctive educational strategy is communicated in writing in the 1991/2
school booklet. The director of education writes in her welcoming letter

Our school is based on the commitment to “teaching our own.” The involvement
and participation of our parents is the model that guides and encourages our stu-
dents. There are numerous ways in which parents both can and do join in the most
tmportant task of educating their chiidren.

Parents are urged to become involved in our teacher-training programme, to help
as admimstrative assistants, or as parent-aids. to work on the Education Com-
mittee, or to join the adult education programme or the adult Hebrew programme,
Reyim’s iradition has taught us that parental involvement enriches both the formal
and informal Jewish experience of the entire family.

Similar sentiments are expressed in the letter of the chair of the school committee, The
inclusion of adult education within the responsibilities of the education cominittee and in
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the teacher training class. I observed no "control” problems. Students were praised for
what they knew. They felt free to say they didn’t know and to admit they hadn’t done the
work. Questions and discussions were permitted and encouraged. Students who were not
“tuned in" were not disruptive, were encouraged to get back into the lesson and sometimes
did.

After the first hour on Sundays, the classes come together into two groups (older and
younger) for tefillah. I went to the older tefillah group, which was held in a carpeted
assembly hall, without chairs; students sat by themselves in groups on the floor. Tefillah
was led by a teenager. The students sang berakhot and shema, from memory. An older
class took the stage and acted out a compact play cousisting of God’s promise to
Abraham, Herzl’s vision of a Jewish state (along with the singing of Debbie Friedman’s
Im Tirtzu"), and the many attacks on Israel and their failure (conctuded with the SINgIng
of “Hatikvah"). The play was simple. but imaginatively stylized and sincerely presented.
The senior youth group meeting after school was announced, Tefiliah concluded with Kad-
dish, also said by heart,

After school, the senior youth group-- 27 teenagers attending-- held a lively, frendly and
productive meeting in the same room where tefillah had been held. There were no adults
(except me) present.

I had a chance during the morning to speak to parents, teachers and students. What many
of them said fit into an emotional pattern. The parents have decided, by virtue of
economic circumstances or the location of their work, that they will live in a town where
Jews are a tiny minority. However. by joining the congregation, they had made a state-
ment that they somehow intend to continue to live as Jews. The congregation is the only
local framework in which this is possible. Enough of them to "set a tone" accept that they
will have to put much volunteer time into the congregation if Jewish life is to mean any-
thing. The school cultivates this orentation by making it central to its educational
strategy. For the kids. Congregation Reyim means peer support in the sometimes lonely
confrontation with the public Christianity of public school, shopping malls and neighbor-
hood. It feels good to be together, to have Jewish friendships which extend over many
years and to know that your parents, or parents of friends. care enough to want to be your
teachers.

The emotional tone of the school is also shaped by the use of ritual, music and symbols.
An anecdote indicates the importance of symbols as learning tools. The rabbi and educa-
tional director were both present at the end of "Kallah”-- the post Bar-Bat Mitzvah class.
Each was wearing a stylized "shalom" pin on a chain. I was told that this is the congrega-
tion’s "status symbol," given only to Kallah teachers and graduates. What do students
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B. "Teaching our own" with paraprofessional parents is also connected to flexibility in
teaching assignments. Particularly in grades 7 - 9, where the moming is normally divided,
teachers may teach on a part time basis. This accommodates those parents who do not
make a commitment to teach every week by allowing them to teach, for example, an eight
week unit for one hour a week.

C. The link between religious participation and school is very strong. The importance of
prayer came up again and again in the discussion with the rabbi and educational director.
There were certainly other things of importance to the congregation and the school, but in
a fundamental way, the ability to share in common rituals is central to the system. The
ntuals of Jewish worship link the identity of the members to other Jews in time and space.
Regular attendance at services is not required, but much is done to encourage it. Friday
evening services are held for young families on an average of twice a month. About sixty
people will come to a regular Friday night service. About thirty will come on those Satur-
day momings on which there is no Bar-Bat Mitzvah. The school self-consciously promotes
"service literacy,” familiarity and comfort in services. Each class and youth group con-
ducts a service during the year. The Hebrew program is onented towards knowledge of
prayers. Tefillah takes place in school. The rabbi works in the school, and the educational
director goes to services and is often on the bimah.

The philosophy of "we teach our own" is connected to the importance of ritual in the con-
gregation and the school. Parents who teach are not just role models of parents who know
about Jewish things and talk about them. They are also role models of parents who know
prayers and go to services.

CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTIONAL ISSUES

1. CURRICULUM DEFINITION

The school booklet contains a curniculum outline for Judaic Studies from junior
kindergarten through Kallah, and Hebrew levels from primary through kitah vav. The
educational director provided me with mimeographed curricula for each grade. These cur-
riculum documents, however, do not define the curriculum; they are only one element of
it. Moreover, as new curriculum materials become available and the educational com-
mittee reviews what happens in the school, the written curriculum is modified. either in
writing or with the understanding that the modifications will be incorporated into written
revisions.
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Fourth, the school booklet lists "additional educational programmer” discussion groups
and adult Hebrew classes, preschool, teacher training, family education and a lending
library.

2. LEARNING OF CONTENT

Content learning takes places partly in the classroom, following the printed curmculum.
All the classes observed were focused on content of some kind. There is homework. One
of the classes I observed consisted of reports of individual projects. There are report
cards. Members of the Kallah class must pass a three page exam (Hebrew terms, fill in the
blanks, short answers and an essay). Students also participate in voluntary learning
activities which supplement what the school does - the Rikudiyah, Zimriyah (both
sponsored by the City Board of Jewish Education), Bible contest (sponsored by the
Canadian Zionist Federation) and Israel quiz (sponsored by the Reform movement). While
the formal curmniculum covers the standard elements of Jewish education. there is a "tilt"
towards instruction in synagogue skills and knowledge of religious topics.

Because the curmculum is broadly concetved. formal lessons in the classroom are not the
only way in which content is learned. Continuous involvement and participation in
synagogue sponsored activities are given a high priority. The educational director com-
mented,

Our classes run services. The kids come up on the bimah and chant from Torah on
a regular basis. They are not strangers because it has become more than a subject;
it's part of who they are. There are some things that sutfer because of it. On the
other hand, if it were only school. if Hebrew were only like French, we'd lose
something because it wouldn't be important for them. The importance grows as
they become involved in the process. We have a wonderful retention rate of kids
who do not leave us after Bar-Bat Mitzvah and bat mitzvah.

3. TEACHING STYLES AND BACKGROUND

The staffing of Congregation Reyim by parents and older students is the school’s distinc-
tive charactenistic. The eighteen classes of 20 to 22 students are well staffed. Most classes
have more than one teacher. Student aides and volunteers are frequently present. The
training and supervision of teachers will be covered below in the section on "supervision
issues.” Only the implications for classroom experience will be noted here. The observa-
tions recorded above on "emotional tone” are consistent with the rabbi and educational
director’s summary comment on teaching style - it is "relaxed." Teachers are encouraging,
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periodically held. The director of education leads a Judaica study group on Wednesday
nights.

FAMILY EDUCATION. There are family services on Friday nights about twice a month.
The rabbi leads prayers with his guitar, tells stories and invites kids to come up and act
them out. Every grade 1s invited to a specific Shabbat moming service. From grade four
up each grade runs the service. A few special programs are held in other grades. Grade 1
has shabbat afternoon and havdalah around Tu B'Shevat, with parents, run by the educa-
tional director. In grade 7 the first five weeks of school are a family Bar-Bat Mitzvah
program, with students and parents attending together, Grade 8 contains a four week
family program on parents’ and children’s views of what makes a Jewish home. In grade
10 parents are in the classroom for the session on mixed marriage.

SUPERYVISION ISSUES

i. INSERVICE EDUCATION

In 1991/2, about half a dozen adults joined the teacher iraining program. Students in
grades 9 and 10 are given the opportunity to be join the teacher training program and be
teaching assistants. In 1991/2 about 10 students joined. Not everyone who begins the
teaching training program completes it. but most do.

The teacher training program is held on Sunday momings. Teacher training students meet
together for an hour. The educational director. rabbi or sometimes a guest (usually a
parent who 1s a teacher, principal or educational specialist) will present a topic. The out-
line of weekly topics 1s attached as Appendix A.

For the other two hours, each teacher in training goes into a grade, where they will spend
either the full year or half a year (they may switch in the middle if they want). Trainees
move from observing fo teaching parts of lessons to teaching full segments of lessons
under the guidance of the classroom teacher. Where possible, the educational director or
rabbi will observe their teaching.

At the end of the year, those in the teacher training program are given a form which asks
them their feelings about the program, what sessions have been best, which ones they
would like to see changed. This feedback is used for planning of the next year’s program,
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3. DIRECTOR OF EDUCATION'S / RABBI'S ROLE

The educational director is responsible for hiring and assigning teachers. She is also
responsible for general administration and implementation of educational policy. She gets
to know particular classes as they move up through the grades and uses a variety of inter-
ventions with problematic classes. She described one class which had been challenging,.
which "gave our teachers a run for their money for about three years." Different parents
were brought in, and finally, they got the right combination of teachers who helped them
focus on a tzedakah project which bonded them together, making them feel very good
about what they were doing in school.

The educational director and rabbi are both teachers of teachers. They share the teacher
training program, observe classrooms, give seminars during staff meetings and "are there
when the teachers need us." Both see accessibility and the presence of the rabbi as some-
one who knows the children and is involved in the school as important.

4. OTHER COMMENTS

Neither the director of education nor the rabbi have forma training in teacher training.
Mrs. Gross has an M.Ed. in history and philosophy of education. She worked as a high
school teacher and an English as second language teacher before becoming educational
director. Rabbi Miller has only the courses that were part of his program at HUC and his
camp experience.

SOME CONCLUDING COMMENTS

This concluding section situates the training of parents as teachers in the context of other
aspects of the congregation and raises the guestion of the long term effects of Congrega-
tion Reyim as compared to other schools.

CONTEXT

While the use of parents as teachers is the most readily noticed aspect of this school, this
aspect does not stand alone. It is one parl of the way the school works, and makes sense
only in relationship to the other parts. Although these other aspects of the school have
been already discussed, this concluding section highlights them. It is important to recog-
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friends they make on campus, their adult value commitments, their romantic involve-
ments, and their mantal choices are all uncertain.

It is possible, though, that what is done at Reyim may shed some light on broader issues
raised in the discussion of Jewish continuity. It is now becoming common for writers on
Jewish continuity to note that neither the Holocaust nor Israel have the same emotional
impact on commitment to Jewish identity that they did a generation ago. Yet identification
with Jewish suffering and a reborn nation-state are still used to mobilize adolescents and
young adults because (it is said) they don’t know anything else about being Jewish. The
students who go through Congregation Reyim may come out knowing something else.
They will have seen their parents. or parents of classmates, take responsibility for making
a synagogue school work. They may carry with them after they leave the knowledge of
what it feels like to be part of a community that uses ritual and study to gain access to a
rich intellectual and emotional tradition.

November 10, 1992
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APPENDIX A

Reyim TEACHER TRAINING COURSE WEEKLY TOPICS, 1991/2

First Semester

Role of the Congregation Reyim Teacher
How to Teach About God
Teaching Strategies #1
Teaching Strategies #2
How to teach Torah
Lesson Planning #1
Lesson Planning #2

The Special Child
Midrash

Class Management #1
Class Management 42

Active Learning

Second Semester

Ancient Jewish History
Jewish Story Telling
Jewish Resources
Questioning Skills
Medieval Jewish History
Modem Jewish History

Qverview of Curriculum
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Crafts in the Classroom

Learning Centres

Kohlberg and Moral Development
Peer and Parent Communication
Special Topic

The First Day

Last Session
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

"Congregation Beth Tzedek"

Overview

In this report Michael Zeldin describes "Congregation Beth Tzedek," a Reform congrega-
tion in a large West Coast city. Beth Tzedek is characterized by its ability to create a sense
of community through a variety of imaginative educational experiences. The professional
staff and lay leadership of Congregation Beth 1zedek have created a vibrant community
despite the geographic challenges of suburban life in Southem California.

The goal of the religious school can be captured in one word: Continuity. The educational
programs are all designed to instit] within students and adults a commitment to the con-
tinuity of the Jewish people. Since the congregation is the most tangible representation of
the abstract idea of "the Jewish people." commitment to the temple serves as a bridge to
larger commitments. The loving atmosphere thus contributes to the educational enterprise:
Students and their families become committed to the Jewish people by first becoming
attached to the congregation.

Much of the success of the school 1s attributed to efforts of #ts longtime principal. The
principal 1s a central focus for the school’s activities and ar advocate for the school and
for education in general within the congregation. She has been particularly successfull in
her efforts to link school life with congregational life. When the leaders of the synagogue
talk, it 1s difficult to discern the boundaries between the congregation and the school, if,
indeed. there are any.

Beth Tzedek 1s an example of how a synagogue committed to education working with a
strong and energetic educational leader can build an involving and dynamic school with a
host of programs designed to address the needs of contemporary Jews.
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suburban branch school offers easier access to the temple’s school on weekday afternoons,
but on Sundays, parents shlep their children downtown so they can be part of the Beth
Tzedek experience.

MORE THAN A SYNAGOGUE, A COMMUNITY

The professional staff and lay leadership of Congregation Beth Tzedek have created a
vibrant community despite the geographic challenges of suburban life in Southem
California. Senior Rabbi M.S. has served the congregation for close to 20 years. Assistant
Rabbi L.C. has family roots in the city that go back more than a generation and is raising
her own young children in the congregation. Educational Director H.S. has been part of
the Beth Tzedek community for more than a quarter-century. And Congregational Presi-
dent B. B. is a hife-long member of Beth Tzedek:; her children and grandchildren have
grown up in its schools.

The stability and sense of family created by the congregation’s leadership pervade the
school: Every weekday afternoon and Sunday morning, Educational Director H.S. wel-
comes children as they get out of their cars. She greets parents as well and frequenily asks
about their families and, in particular. their older children. With a smile and a few kind
words, she makes them feel part of a community. She also handles many potential
probiems casually so they don’t become major issues.

For Cindy and Wayne, the school committee chairs, communication is what makes this
"temple family” work so well. The temple staff is responsive to what parents have to say.
they explain. As an example, they cite a recent meeting which addressed a problem many
parents expressed: The temple had not offered programs for teenagers since the high
school youth group became dormant several years ago. The meeting brought together the
rabbis, the educational director, the schoo! committee chairs, and a group of interested
parents. Together, they developed a plan of action, which the staff then implemented.
Cindv explains that this is typical of how the temple works: Parents have an idea, they
approach the rabbis and educational director, and they respond. The result is an educa-
tional program with a diverse series of options.

For Debbie, the loving atmosphere that makes the temple so special starts with the rabbi
and educational director. Their warmth sets the tone for the entire congregation. H.'s
effusive personality, and the hugs and kisses which she freely dispenses, have eamed her
the appellation “Eema.” She i1s always ready to hold a hand, put an arm around a
shoulder, dry a tear, or share a triumph with a smile of encouragement and pride.
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They make close friends. They feel they are part of "something larger than themselves."
They feel good about themselves and their accomplishments. And they learn about
Judaism in the process.

The longest-running program is Madrichim, a program conceived by the educational
director more than twenty years ago, and which she still teaches herself. Many years ago,
before she became Educational Director, H. realized that the only way to keep teenagers
involved in temple life was to make them feel important and to assign them to leadership
roles. So she volunteered to begin a class for Hebrew school graduates, which she called
"Madrichim." The teenagers were to be assigned specific responsibilities in the school:
They were to make presentations to younger students, to teach them occasional Hebrew
lessons, and, as a culmination to the year, to be "counselors” at "Hebrew Camp,” a
weekend conclave for students in the Hebrew school. In order for them to be effective as
leaders, the teenagers were to practice oral Hebrew and learn leadership skills in biweekly
classes. The goal set before them was to make Hebrew come alive for younger students.
As a result, Hebrew came alive for them, too. After several years of success, H. expanded
Madrichim, and now there are "Mad 1" and "Mad 2", programs that bridge the gap
between Hebrew School graduation and Confirmation for a "select group” of students (any
students that apply, and each year more than 75% of those eligible do).

Another highly successful program brings young families into the Beth Tzedek community
by offering what their extended families no longer offer: on-going support and advice
about childrearing. Most young Jewish families in San Diego are transplants from
elsewhere; "Bubby" may live a two-hour-drive north in Los Angeles or a 3- to S-hour
flight to the east. She is no longer near enough to give the young parents advice. This bec-
omes a "surrogate extended family” for young moms and dads as they assume their new
rotes as parents and heads of Jewish families. The ties that they forge with one another
and with the temple remain strong as their children grow.

Many young people from the city go away to college, but then come back home to start
their careers. Some of them become teachers in the religious or Hebrew school, but most
cannot take time out of their careers to teach all year long. But many do come to Beth
Tzedek a few Sundays each year as part of V.I.P.s (Volunteers in Programming). They
help out by preparing and conducting occasional school-wide programs, and by playing
the roles of characters from Jewish history in classes. Through V.I.P.s they remain con-
nected to the Jewish community during the years when many of their peers stray from
their Jewishness.

Another temple project, Camp Beth Tzedek, ran for several years in a rented facility out-
side the city. It provided day school and religious school students a chance to experience a
Jewish environment filled with summertime fun. The camp utilized the best techniques of
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Much of H.’s success is due to her efforts to link school life with congregational life. In
this she is joined by the Rabbis, synagogue President and School Board Chairs. When any
of these leaders talk, it is difficult to discern the boundaries between the congregatton and
the school, if, indeed, there are any. H. attends every meeting of the congregation’s board
of directors and finance committee. She feels that she needs to stay involved in all of the
congregation’s programs and all of its deliberations. By knowing the "big picture” in the
congregation, particularly its financial condition, she has become an able and credible
advocate for Jewish education. When she presents a budget for the congregation’s educa-
tional programs, lay leaders know that she understands and appreciates the other strains
and stresses on the congregational "system.”

EDUCATION: THE CENTERPIECE OF CONGREGATIONAL LIFE

In return, the congregation places education at the core of its program. The centerfold of
the High Holy Day issue of the congregation’s bulletin describes the year’s educational
programs. Monthly, the bulletin lists educational programs and financial contnibutions
members have made to support those programs. Temple events are often held for the
benefit of one or another of the educational programs. The current president of the con-
gregation, attends all of the events connected with the school-- from Show productions to
the annual Children’s Festival and concert. At every opportunity, she publicly praises the
school and the parents and grandparents who bring their youngsters to events at the
temple. At this years Children’s Festival (a day filled with arts and crafts activities, an arts
display of work done by religious school children, and a concert featunng children’s com-
poser and performer Craig Taubman) she greeted the concert audience saying, "It’s so
great to see 50 many kids who brought their parents and grandparents.”

Each of these actions has great symbolic value. They remind congregants and visitors that
Jewish education lies at the hean of congregational Life. By reaffirming the centrality of
Jewish education, the congregational leaders set the stage for congregational actions which
translate symbolism into action. For several years, the school has been operating on two
sites. In order to help students get to school on time, the temple provides transportation
{including taxis) to pick students up at their public and private schools and ferry them to
religious school.

No form of support is more concrete than the decision to erect a new school building. The
temple has recently bought property for a future relocation. Its location will make it espe-
cially accessible to young families. In addition, it is in an area that is less congested on
weekday afternoons than the current downtown site, which will make driving to Hebrew
school easier for most families. The congregation has decided that when construction
begins, the first building erected will be the school building. This is a most powerful reaf-
firmation of the importance of education in the life of the temple.
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Council for Initiatives in Jewish Education

Best Practices Project

"Temple Akiba"

Overview

In this report Joseph Reimer describes "Temple Akiba,"a Reform congregation in the sub-
urbs of a large East Coast city. Professor Reimer's report is based on a long-term
research project studying two successful congregational schools and therefore is enriched
by a considerable amount of detail and firsthand experience 1n the school.

This report describes the success that a supplementary schoo! committed to serious learn-
ing of subject matter can have in introducing and maintaining a demanding curriculum, in
this case in the area of classical Hebrew.

Although the report focuses on the Hebrew curriculum developed by the Melton Research
Center, the i1ssues raised by Professor Reimer here are applicable to any serious cur-
riculum project in the supplementary school arena. Professor Reimer emphasizes that the
success of the program depends on a number of factors, most of which would be relevant
to other curmcular areas as well.

Professor Reimer's report indicates that. given the proper support and dedication, there is
a possibility for serious pedagogic endeavors in the supplementary school.
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practice” 1n a synagogue school. But I do so with a cautionary caveat: if this be best prac-
tice, it is not a panacea for all the dilemmas that surround supplementary Jewish educa-
tion. For as I will show, a close-up view of a "good enough" synagogue school reveals a
complex picture In which some strong teaching and solid learning takes place within a
context of a secularized or assimilated Jewish community that remains ambivalent in its
Jewish commitments. Even while evincing support and enthusiasm for the quality of
education that the school provides, many families chose not to take full advantage of the
programs the school offers - including the Hebrew program I am about to describe.

In this essay I will provide: (1) a historical context for understanding the evolution
of the Hebrew program within the life of this synagogue and its school, (2} a picture of
the educational staff of the Hebrew program, (3) an in-depth look at teaching and leamning
in the Hebrew program, (4) a discussion of whether the Hebrew program meets its goals,
and (5) why what may be considered as an example of "best practice” still has limited
appeal.

MELTON HEBREW IN A REFORM CONGREGATION

Before coming to know Temple Akiba well, I would not have imagined that this
historic Reform congregation, once famous for its classic and even radical Reform stance,
would adopt a Hebrew curriculum that was developed by the Melton Research Center of
the Jewish Theological Seminary. How. I came to wonder. did this shidduch come about?

Some historical background is helpful here. During the early decades of this century
Temple Akiba prided itself in providing a quality Reform Jewish education for children in
a professionally-run religious school. But until the 1940°s its religious school met only on
Sundays and did not include Hebrew as a major part of the curmculum. As services for
adults were conducted in English. and as classsical Reform Judaism was non-Zionist in
orientation, there was little perceived need for teaching Hedrew to the children. With a
change in rabbinic leadership in the 1940°s came two significant changes in temple
philosophy that affected the place of Hebrew in the curriculum. First, more traditional
prayers and nituals (including bar mitzvah) were introduced into the liturgy. Second, the
congregation became more supportive of Zionist efforts to establish a homeland in
Palestine and to revive Hebrew as a spoken language. After World War 11 the temple for
the first time opened a regular Hebrew program for students in the school.

This new Hebrew program, however, was neither mandatory nor fully-integrated
into the religious school. Rather, religious school continued to meet on Sundays, and those
students who wished to learn Hebrew came during the week to the voluntary Hebrew
program. Over the years as more and more families became interested in their children
becoming bar or bat mitzvah, the mid-week Hebrew program grew in popularity. For to
become bar or bat mitzvah one had to know enough Hebrew to participate in the
increasingly Hebraized Shabbat service. Yet participation remained voluntary. and

Temple Isajah



families who followed the classical Reform model tended not to send their children to
mid-week Hebrew.

In the late 1970°s the current senior rabbi came to Temple Akiba with a serious
interest in making Jewish education even more central to the mission of the synagogue. He
had doctoral training in classical Judaica and a passion for introducing textual study into
the curriculum of both the religious school and adult education. He and the rabbi who
serves as temple educator had as a first priority making the great texts of Judaism more
accessible to their students - both young and old.

When they learned several years later of the availability of the Melton Hebrew
Language Program, it seemed to fit their goals for the mid-week Hebrew program. This 1s
not a program with a denominational slant, but one that places the leamming of Biblical
Hebrew at the forefront of the curricular agenda. The rabbis recognized that they could
not expect their students in a part-time program to learn both modem spoken Hebrew and
classical literary Hebrew. If a choice had to be made. they agreed with the authors of the
Melton curmiculum that synagogue schools should give priority to learning the skills of
reading and comprehending classical Hebrew texts and leave for later grades learning
modern spoken Hebrew(4).

In 1983 an experimental first year Melton Hebrew curriculum was introduced into
the beginning level in the mid-week Hebrew program. In subsequent years the next levels
were introduced until there were four years of the curriculum in place. In 1986 the deci-
sion was made to start the Hebrew program a year earlier at the third grade level, and by
1990 the students completed the four year Melton program by 6th grade and devoted the
7th grade to learning a Biblical text in Hebrew and beginning to learn modern spoken
Hebrew.

ASSEMBLING A STAFF

To put in place a curriculum as extensive and demanding as the Melton Hebrew
Language Program requires that the school invest in a faculty that can master the theory
and practice of the curriculum in question. We know that ambitious curricular designs can
easily falter on the shoals of underqualified or resistant teachers(5).

At Temple Akiba Rabbi Don Marcus, the temple educator, built over the course of
several years a solid foundation for assembling his teaching staff. Here are the most sig-
nificant steps that he initiated.

1. Coordinator. Realizing that he had no expertise in Hebrew language instruction,
Rabbi Marcus worked to support the creation of a new position, Coordinator for the
Hebrew program. This is a master teacher whose job it is to oversee the implementation
of the Hebrew curriculum. She is especially responsible for the training and supervision of
teachers who are hired to teach in the program.
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2. Salary Increases. Realizing that there are limited numbers of teachers who have
the competence to teach in a Hebrew program of this kind, Rabbi Marcus lobbied hard to
increase significantly the salary base for the faculty. He wanted to attract the most able
teachers available and knew that paying more would make a difference in recruitment and
retention.

3. A Wide Net. Though he is committed to both a Reform religious perspective and
a core of professional teachers, Rabbi Marcus casts a wide net in his hiring practices and
brings in teachers who are neither Reform Jews nor experienced teachers. He believes that
as long as a new teacher knows Hebrew and Judaica well and is willing to respect both the
1deology of this synagogague and the diversity of its student body, that person can learn
on the job to do a professional job in teaching in this program.

4. Training and Supervision. The school has arranged for a trainer from the Melton
Center to come at the beginning of the year to offer initial training to teachers new to the
Melion curriculum. But the great majority of training comes through the constant supervi-
sion provided by the Hcbrew coordinator. She regularly observes classes and offers
teachers ideas about and feedback on their work. No teacher is left alone to learn how to
teach the curriculum; instead there is constant dialogue with the coordinator on their work.

THE TEACHERS

In 1990-91 there were ten teachers teaching in the five grades of the Hebrew
program. All taught classes that met for one and a half hours on both Tuesday and
Thursday afternoons. In addition some taught Hebrew on Sunday mornings.

Of the ten, three were veteran teachers. Vicky. the most veteran, had been teaching
for over twenty years including serving for several years as the Hebrew coordinator. Bar-
bara, the youngest of the veterans, had been teaching in this program for six years and
was now also working as a principal in another synagogue school. Of the seven relatively
new teachers, five were Americans, four of whom had taught here previously; one was
new this year. The other two were Israeli teachers who were also new to this curmiculum.

I observed in eight of the ten classes and found a vast range in teaching skill from
the veterans who were each outstanding teachers to Richard, the newest teacher, who
could barely manage his class and had to be let go mid-year. In the middle were the
majonty who, though not formerly trained as teachers, clearly knew how to manage their
classes, organize a lesson and relate to their students. But they were still learning how to
keep on top of the demands of this curmiculum and were being visited regularly by the
coordinator.

The teachers’ backgrounds were equally various, ranging from Rachel who was a
product of American Orthodoxy to Liat who was a secular Israeli who had come to study
at a local graduate school. In between were the majority of young adults who grew up in
either Conservative or Reform congregations, were active in youth movements, studied
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what about the vowels under those letters? Shlomo shrugs; Rachel calls on Chana who
eagerly supplies the vowels,

While this exercise is being completed there is plenty of restless behavior in the
room. As she 1s talking to Shlomo,Rachel is walking around the class touching some
children on their shoulders, closing some extraneous English books, putting away the pen-
cils of the doodlers and handling requests to go to the bathroom. What impresses me is
how she accomplishes a considerable amount of classroom management without ever inter-
rupting the lesson or breaking from her pleasant demeanor.

With "machar" fully inscribed on the board, Rachel introduces the Hebrew song
they know about the days of the week. At fifty minutes into the lesson the singing serves
to review the Hebrew, focus everyone's attention on a shared task and allow these 8 year
olds to expend their energy in the service of a focused goal.

Rachel 1s a middle-aged woman who, as an observant Jew, wears skirts and long-
sleeved blouses to teach. In contrast, Liat is a tall, thin woman in her twenties who tends
towards jeans, shirts and running shoes. Rachel smiles a lot and moves her class along at a
moderate, but steady pace. Liat drives her fifth grade as an army on the move; vet, for all
her Israeh toughness, Liat displays a distinctive sense of warmth and charm.

By fifth grade the students are involved In reading the stories in the Melton cur-
riculum that are written in Biblical Hebrew but deal with non-Biblical thcmes. A regular
part of their iearning entails homework which they are regularly assigned and which the
teacher checks at the beginning of each class. Liat begins this class with 20 minutes of
homework review and then moves on to the first new lesson of the day. She has the class
open the workbook from the Melton curniculum that goes along with the story they have
been reading in Bibiical Hebrew.

Liat: What is the verb for crying that appears on this page? How do you say crying?
Sam: "Bacha.”

Sam’s answer 1s correct, but 1t 15 not the verb used here in the story. The class sear-
ches for another verb until Erc finds

"vatizaak.” Liat asks for a translation and Laura correctly translates it as "cry out.” Liat
shouts "excellent,” and calls for more work on breaking down this verb.

Liat: What 1s the ‘vav™ here?

Bnan: "And.’

Liat: What is the "tof” here?

Karen: For a woman.

Liat: What do you mean ‘for a woman?’

Karen: *And she [cried out].’
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shouts in her Israeli English, "Hey, you guys, wake up!" And they do. Of a class of 11
students, 8 students participated actively and the others were called on by Liat.

What these two excerpts highlight is the language drill that stands at the heart of
teaching the Melton curriculum. One can see that the fifth graders are working on far
more complex word constructions than the third graders and are reading whole narratives
in Hebrew rather than single words or sentences.

What struck me 1n observing broadly in this program was that a curriculum based so
heavily on mastering language skills through repetition could hold the interest of these
children. I observed no class other than Richard’s in which there was a discipline problem
beyond some restlessness and inattention. These teachers were adept at noticing when
certain children were fading out and made the effort to draw them back into the lesson.
They were also keenly aware of the need to vary the activities in class. Any one class
would be made up of several 20-25 minute segments, and each segment would feature a
different approach to learning the Hebrew.

One popular approach was the use of games. Especially at the close of the first hour
(in an hour and a half class), teachers would tend to use a competive game to review the
Hebrew. One such game was called "Around the world." The teacher would pair two stu-
dents and hold up a flash card with a Hebrew word they had just learmed in the lesson.
The two would compete to see who could be first to read {and sometimes transiate) the
word correctly. The "winner” would then be paired with a next student and compete
again. No prizes were given to winners and there was no tangible loss for the losers. But
even those students who dunng the previous hour had seemed most out of the lesson
would rouse themselves to energetically compete i1 "Around the world," trying greatly to
read faster and more accurately than their neighbor.

The carefully-honed structuring of classroom time seemed to create a classroom
environment in which students were engaged by a varety of activities and were seldom
visibly bored for long stretches of time. They responded positively to the demands of the
program and showed clear evidence of progressing from year to year in their mastery of
Hebrew. Though there were vanations in progress, one could go from one grade to the
next and see that the level of mastery grew from third to fourth, fourth to fifth, etc.

HEBREW AND JUDAICA

In Temple Akiba the study of Hebrew does not represent a goal unto itself. In the
Parent Handbook that 1s distributed to all the parents(6) the goal is stated more broadiy.

Our Hebrew programs seek to integrate the study of
Hebrew language, liturgy, mitzvot and Jewish thought

n a graded five-year curricutum. It is our belief that
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When Vicky was the Hebrew coordinator, she designed this curriculum for studying
Jonah that follows the principles of the Melton approach. Barbara noted in conversation
that while in earlier years she had classes that were less able and more resistant to making
this transition, the current class and its predecessor-- who began the Melton curriculum in
third grade-- have been both more positive in attitude and more capable in skill level.

On this day of winter rains, the 5 of 7 students present are using looseleaf texts
rather than Hebrew Bibles, The students are given large-print texts that can be written on
rather than small-print sacred books. In these editions the students have the Hebrew text
without the English translation, but with a dictionary of Hebrew terms to help with word
comprehension,

Stact begins reading in Hebrew the first sentence of Jonah: "The Word of the Lord
came to Jonah son of Amittai"(7). Barbara asks in modern Hebrew "Who spoke to
Jonah?" and "Who is Jonah's father?" She is checking for simple comprehension; Debby
and Andrew supply correct single word answers. Barbara reads the next half-sentence and
without referring to her dictionary, Nancy translaies: "Go at once to Nineveh, that great
city, and proclaim judgment upon it."

Debby concludes the second verse by reading in Hebrew, "for their wickedness has
come before Me,” and starts down the road of a spontaneous translation. She first spots
the word ra which she knows means "bad."” Barbara asks, "What then is ra’atum?" Debby
correctly identifies the suffix as meaning "their" and demonstrates the Melton approach of
"breaking down the word” into its component parts. But she is stuck on the word alta
(gone up or come before).

Barbara: You know the word aliya. What does it mean?
Staci: A Torah portion.

Barbara: Where do you go for the Torah portion?
Debby: On the bimah.

Barbara: How do you get there?

Debby: You go up.

Barbara: Yes. and that is aliya.

Staci: Couldn’t you tell us that?

Barbara: I wanted you to figure it out.

More than helping the students with the meaning of this verb, Barbara is connecting
the Hebrew of the Bible to the more familiar Hebrew of synagogue life. She wants them
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Andrew then turns the discussion from Jonah to God.

Andrew: Why does God care about them? They [the people of
Nineveh] don't even believe in God.

Barbara: That’s a great question!

Debby: He wanted to be the God of everyone.

Barbara: You mean that His laws are for everyone.

Andrew: It doesn’t work that way.

Stact: That’s why vou have a prophet.

Barbara: You mean that from our perspective, as people who believe in  God, we
want His word to get to them, and how can it get there

without a prophet?

Staci: Yes.

Andrew: Why should he [Jonah] g0? They won't believe him. They will
probably torture him.

Debby: If he’s scared they will capture him, he should realize God
wouldn’t ask him if it was going to hurt him,

Barbara: He should have more faith. If it is not in his best

interest, it is in the best interest of humanity.

Andrew: A prophet of God wouldn’t run unless he had a good

reason.

The students enter the Jonah story with the full force of their imaginations as they
try to understand the actions of God and Jonah. Andrew is the pragmatist in the discus-
sion. Why should God care about these people who do not even believe in Him? Why
should Jonah undertake this mission to Nineveh if it is not likely to succeed and he will
end up being tortured for delivering the unwelcome message? Debby and Staci see God as
having an important mission to accomplish through the prophet Jonah. God is acting as the
divine ruler of the larger world and surely will provide Jonah with the needed protection
against the wrath of Nineveh. Andrew, though, cannot see why God is 5o invested in this
mission and is less certain about divine protection.

Barbara limits her role to amplifying their comments and drawing out more
explicitly the theological assumptions of the story as she understands them. I am struck by
how these students intuit the main themes of Jonah and how willing Barbara is to engage

Temple Isaiah






--108

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 assemnbly, the presentation dramatically iliustrated 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 1n sixth grade after choosing a less intensive Hebrew program in earlier grades. They
had fallen behind and never quite caught up to Barbhara's students who, because of their
abilities, had received an accelerated Hebrew curmicuium.

That Hebrew study came to Temple Akiba as a voluntary option has remained a sig-
nificant factor to the present day. While the synagogue leadership has invested heavily in
supporting the three day program (Sunday.Tuesday, and Thursday), a family whose child
1s entering the third grade of religivus 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 swudents 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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full advantage of what they offer is likely to continue. Even excellence cannot conquer
ambivalence.

NOTES

1. See D.W. Winnicott _The Child, The Family and the Qutside World ( Middiesex,
England: Penguin Books, 1964) for further elaboration on the concept of "good enough”
that appears in Winnicott’s dicsussion of motherning. See my The Synagogue as a Context
for Jewish Education (Cleveland, Commission on Jewsih Education in North Amenca,
1990) for discussion of both the cotique of supplementary Jewish education and the
research effort to search for "good" synagogue schools.

2. "Temple Akiba" is a pseudonym as are all the other names used to describe the staff
and students of this synagogue.

3. See Jewish Supplementary Schooling: An Educational System in Need of Change (New
York: The Board of Jewish Education of Greater New York,1988) for effort to evaluate
the level of Hebrew learning among students in 40 synagogue schools in the New York
area."Conversational Hebrew" ranked lowest among all ten subjects they surveyed in
terms of levels of Jewish knowledge (p.84).

4. For a full statement on the goals of the Melton Hebrew Language Program, see Ruth
Rahaeli, "The Melton Curmiculum and the Melton Hebrew Language Program for
Afternoon Hebrew Schools,” in Studies in Jewish Education, Volume 4, (Jerusalem,
Hebrew University, 1989).

5. For a classical treatment of an ambitious curricular project that faited in part due to lack
of proper teacher involvement and training, see Seymour B. Sarason, The Culture of the
Scheol and the Problem of Change (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1974), chapter 4.

6. The Parent Handbook distributed to each set of parents 1s a 45

page document that provides not only information on the school. but also extended state-
ments on curricular goals and school policy. It is a rare excercise in spelling out in wnting
what the principal and staff see as the rationale for the education they provide.

Temple Isaiah









