Alternative Models of the Religious School


Program Profile
Note:  This Program is an early stage innovation from a 
RE-IMAGINE Project congregation in New York

Bonim B’Yachad
West End Synagogue

New York, New York
Model Description:  Bonim B’yachad: Building Jewish Life Together

The model’s premise is to bring parents and children together by combining Jewish learning, prayer and Tikkun Olam with community.  Three different program models currently exist, one for 3rd and 4th grade families, one for 5th and 6th grade families, both entitled “Shabbat Journeys” and a Tikkun Olam program for adults and children of all ages. The program is intended for families of all school-age children in the congregation, those who attend day-school as well as children in the congregation’s religious school.

The programs for the 3rd through 6th grade families meet once each month on Shabbat and include an interactive program on a specific theme, a creative Shabbat shacharit service and a snack with an option of joining the congregation following the main service at its Kiddush luncheon.  Each program begins with “schmooze” time where people can socialize to build a sense of community.  

The Tikkun Olam program is focuses on themes from four holidays: Thanksgiving, Tu B’Shevat, Pesach, and Yom Ha’atzamaut. The holiday program also includes study and prayer, but adds a direct action Tikkun Olam component based on the study theme. 
Vision:

West End Synagogue is a spiritually vibrant center for life-long learners who share in the experience of Jewish living and learning.  By instilling joy and pride, the community strengthens feelings of belonging, enhances the relationship between text and experience, and builds connections between synagogue and home.  Actively grappling with what it means to be a Jew living in two civilizations, we respect and encourage multiple access points to Jewish observance and study, finding nourishment in the connection with our past while seeking meaning in our lives today.

Goals:

· Strengthen sense of belonging to a community through relationship-building

· Enhance relationship between “text” and experience for participants

· Build connections between synagogue, home and the world

· Provide multiple points of access to Jewish observance, study and action
The above goals, derived directly from the vision, are considered “meta-goals”.  Added to them are ten program specific goals that align with one of the three programs offered.

1. Participants will discover the building blocks of their Jewish identity

2. Participants in the 5th and 6th grade group will have a better understanding of what it means to be a Reconstructionist Jew

3. Participants will expand their relationship to God through questions and study & creative worship

4. Participants in the 3rd and 4th grade group will feel greater connection to Torah as stories that speak to their lives

5. Participants in both 5th/6th and 3rd/4th programs will have a better understanding of specific prayers in the Shabbat morning service

6. The students in Hebrew School and Day School populations will build stronger connections to each other

7. Participants in the Tikkun Olam program will build stronger connections between the study of Jewish texts and social action

8. WES kids and adults in the Tikkun Olam program will build bonds of friendship and trust through study and social action

9. Participants in 5th/6th and 3rd/4th groups will have a better understanding of the structure of the Shabbat morning service

10. Participants will understand the connections between program activities and the stated purpose of the programs

Structure

· 
Who are the learners?:  

Shabbat Journeys for Younger Children and their Parents: 3-4th grade children and their parents. 


Shabbat Journeys for Pre-Bnai Mitzvah families: 5th-6th grade children and their parents.

Tikkun Olam: An intergenerational initiative open to the entire congregation 

· Participation Requirements:

The program is voluntary and does not replace any other learning requirements (i.e. Sunday or Hebrew school).  Families who enroll in the Shabbat Journeys experience are expected to attend all sessions.  The Tikkun Olam program while ideally encouraging participants to attend all four session, is more flexible and can absorb new participants throughout the year.

· Enrollment statistics:  

· Grade 3 and 4 families:  pilot program in 2007-08

· Grade 5 and 6 families:  more than 50% of families in the age group attend (10 families) including some families with students in day schools.

· Tikkun Olam program:  50 individuals of all ages attended the pilot Thanksgiving program.

· 
When is the learning taking place?
· For the Shabbat journeys program, all the learning takes place on Shabbat from 10:15-11:15am, followed by a short creative service and option to stay for Kiddush/lunch with the congregation. 

· The Tikkun Olam progam meets usually on a Sunday with the time to be decided based on the program’s needs, usually about four hours.
· Frequency: Both the Shabbat Journeys programs happen once a month; the Tikkun Olam programs happen four times a year in conjunction with either a Jewish holiday or Rosh Chodesh.
· Sample Schedule:


Shabbat Journeys:

10 am:  15 minutes shmooze and snack; 

10:15-11:15:  Experiential and interactive educational experience on the month’s topic (20 minute segments); 
11:15: Break and Shaharit creative family service (learning is related to 
and integrated into the service);  
12:30:  Participants either join main Shabbat shacharit service or go directly to a Kiddush lunch

Tikkun Olam programs: It is expected that each program will be different based on the needs of the direct action project. Below is a sample taken from the Thanksgiving observance.
2pm

Participants arrive and are assigned various aspects of the 



project.

2:45pm 
Short break for pizza and other snacks
3-3:15pm
Clean up supplies

3:30pm
All participants gather for opening program of learning 


segment; there is some an introduction such as a story or skit
3:40pm
Participants choose one of two groups/study commences.
4:25pm
All regroup for closing of learning segment
4:30-4:50
Brief creative mincha service

4:50-5

Evaluation/survey
· Where is the learning taking place?

The Shabbat programs occur in the congregation’s modular classroom which is also where the weekly Shabbat Kiddush takes place. The Tikkun Olam programs take place both in the Kiddush room and the sanctuary. 

Curriculum

· 
Content:  

The topics chosen for the programs are designed to supplement the religious school curriculum and to be appealing to the congregation’s day school students as well.
Shabbat Journeys: Grades 3 and 4:  The program has two core curricular goals: families will come to know the shacharit service well and find comfort in it and the participants will understand how Parashat HaShavua reflects the relationships between individuals, the community, the synagogue, and the home.

Shabbat Journeys: Grades 5 and 6: As with the program for Grades 3 and 4, a growing familiarity with the Shabbat morning service is key to the curricular goals of this program.  The content goals of the program focus on core Jewish issues such as theology and prayer.  In addition, there is some time devoted to what it means to be a Reconstructionist Jew.

Tikkun Olam Programs: The overall goal of these programs is to relate learning and spiritual experience to community service.  Each program focuses on a specific Jewish value theme based on the proximity of the program to a Jewish holiday or Rosh Chodesh.  The spirituality component of the program includes but is not limited to the traditional tefilla experience.  Meditation and other spiritual practices may also be included in the program.
· Parallel v. Independent: 
The learning in all three programs is intergenerational.  All programs are in addition to the regular Hebrew/Sunday school program.  Participants include day school students who are not enrolled in the Hebrew/Sunday school program.

Teaching

· Who are the teachers?: 
The 3rd/4th grade Shabbat Journeys program is taught by the education director. The 5th/6th grade program is taught by the religious school’s Head Teacher.  The Tikkun Olam teachers are more varied and can include a congregant, the rabbi or the education director.  The congregation has hired a curriculum consultant to suggest texts and activities related to the Tikkun Olam component but this individual does not engage in direct teaching.
· Characteristics:  

The Head Teacher who teaches in the Shabbat Journeys program for Grades 5 and 6 is a particularly good fit for the program.  He was a program director at another synagogue, has a strong Reconstructionist background, has worked in both informal and formal educational settings and has a rich background in Jewish texts.  

The teachers in the Tikkun Olam program vary, depending on the nature of the topic to be studied.  Intensive text study is led by the rabbi or a knowledgeable congregant (West End Synagogue has among its members many Jewish academics).  The Education Director, who is experienced in interactive and informal learning, leads the interactive study programs.
· Job Description/Expectations:  
The teachers in the Shabbat Journeys program are expected to write a lesson plan based on the goals and activities charted at the beginning of the year and on suggestions from the lay-professional planning committee.   In preparation for this work they are expected to become familiar with the model and with the themes working in conjunction with the Education Director.  The same is true for the Tikkun Olam programs with the addition of working on curriculum design with a curriculum consultant hired to work on these specific programs.

· Training:  
There hasn’t yet been a need for any significant training due to both the strength of the Head Teacher and his full knowledge of the population with whom he is working.  However, there is a strong supervision component since the Education director is so closely involved in all the programs.

Leadership

· 
Professional Leadership

Role of Educator:  The educator is present at all of the programs and teaches at many of them.  She is also present at the many committee meetings to plan each of the programs.  In addition to an overarching committee that oversees the entire model, each program within the model currently has its own committee (Shabbat Journeys 3rd/4th, Shabbat Journeys 5th/6th and Tikkun Olam) and the Educator attends all the meetings.  The only meetings she does not attend are the meetings of the evaluation committee, and meetings of the co-chairs with regards to budget and marketing.
Role of Clergy:  The Rabbi teaches at two out of the four Tikkun Olam programs and leads some of the tefilla experiences.  The Rabbi attends all overarching committee meetings. The Cantor will attend at least one Tikkun Olam program.

· Lay Leadership
There is broad based participation of lay leaders and congregation members in the design and implementation of the overall model as well as the model’s constituent programs.  With the growth of the program, the committee structure has become quite complex and is being refined and streamlined as experience dictates. 

· Role of the Committees:  Five committees share responsibility for the model.  

An overarching committee: sets and monitors progress towards the overarching goals for the model along with the 10 sub-goals.  Rabbi and educator attend all of these meetings.

A sub-committee for each of the three programs (three committees total): These sub-committees met intensively early in the year during the program planning stages. It is expected that these meetings will taper off as the programs become more organized. Educator attends all of these meetings.

A sub-committee on evaluation.  This is lay-led team created to provide information both to the over-arching committee and to the Legacy Heritage Foundation that has provided funding through its Innovation Project.  The Evaluation committee provides preliminary feedback to the Educator and the program sub-committees. The program and evaluation committees are in some ways considered “sub-committees” but also include members who are not on the overarching committee.  

· Congregant Resources:  
A number of congregants are involved in the various committees directly related to the model.  In addition, many West End Synagogue members are who have substantive Judaic knowledge (some are leading Jewish academics) act as facilitators and teachers in the Tikkun Olam programs.
Infrastructure

· 
Budget

Fees to participants:  No cost to participants

Congregational Expenses:  Several thousand dollars come from congregation’s general budget and approximately $1,500 from the Yad Mordecai Social Action Committee’s endowment.

Sources of Outside/Additional Funding:  The congregation has secured a one-year Legacy Heritage Innovation Project Grant which it hopes will be renewed for 2008-2009.
· Governance
See above:  As the model continues to develop and expand it is expected that modifications will be made to streamline the governance structure.
· Resources

Internal:  The project receives support from the general congregational budget as well as from the endowment of the Yad Mordecai Social Action Committee.

External/Communal: The congregation is a recipient of a Legacy Heritage Innovation Project grant and has participated in The RE‑IMAGINE Project for more than three years. Both these organizations provide ongoing support and guidance.  In addition, the Legacy Heritage grant maintains a website for grantees to share their learning with one another.  Finally, as part of the Legacy Heritage grant, the congregation has hired a curriculum consultant to assist in the development of content and approach for all the present programs. 
Culture

· Characteristics of the Congregational Community:  
The congregation considers itself demographically quite diverse.  Most members are over 60 years of age and are among the founders of the congregation (est. 1985).  Many members attend Shabbat worship on a regular basis.  The congregation takes great pride in its membership as seen on the website: “The congregants of West End Synagogue are engaged in an ongoing, passionate dialogue about Judaism -- pondering the values of tradition versus transformation, balancing spirituality with everyday life.”  

The religious school, while perceived as very strong is striving to be more integrated into the congregation.  
Implementation 

· Alternative Model launch 

For two years, The Re-IMAGINE Project Taskforce, chosen by the Board of Trustees from among the congregation (professionals and layleaders) engaged in intensive meetings about possible alternative models for learning.  An initiative emphasizing the community value of “building Jewish life together” was developed. Initial goals were determined for two pilot programs and in 2006-07 the programs were launched (Shabbat Journeys Grades 5 and 6 and a Tikkun Olam program).  A key “attitude” the leadership wants to inculcate is that these “programs” are not really programs rather they are a path to an eventual transformation of the life of the synagogue.  

Following the first year of the pilots, the goals were re-examined and both refined and expanded.   Instead of being goals for specific programs, overarching goals for the model as a whole were defined while the goals for the individual programs were described in further detail.  A third pilot focusing on families in Grades 3 and 4 was added.  

The feedback from the first year of programming was very positive.  The results included participants’ reports of feeling more connected to the synagogue, to Shabbat and to the Jewish community.  All of the fifth grade families who participated have continued into the second year.

· 
Challenges:  

A significant challenge revolves around the concern that the programs that comprise the model will be perceived as yet another program.  The hope is that these experiences, guided by the underlying vision of the congregation will be seen as transformative to the entire congregation and to the families who participate.  There is some work to be done in bringing this understanding to the leadership at large.  

In addition, the leadership is aware of the need to continually work to ensure that educational programming and committee structure consistently stem from the larger vision of the congregation.  As essential part of this effort will entail integrating the involved committees with each other and with the ongoing governance structures of the congregation so that they mirror the congregational culture and vision.  

Two issues confront the congregation in terms of volunteer leadership:

Finding lay leaders and volunteers with school age children

Using volunteer time wisely through the streamlining of the governance model

A smaller challenge includes the need to more clearly chart participation in all the programs in order to map trends and demographics of participation, particularly with regard to the Tikkun Olam program.
The Experiment in Congregational Education (ECE)—

A Project of the Rhea Hirsch School of Education, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Los Angeles

The work of the ECE is made possible by generous grants from many funders. www.eceonline.org/funders 
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