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T his issue of Agenda: Jewish Education takes a new look at a venerable feature of the North American Jewish
community. Many educational leaders involved in congregational and communal Jewish education are spear-
heading or participating in initiatives designed to increase the quality and impact of these programs. There is

no doubt that they face significant challenges. The prerequisites for deep change include patience, tolerance for com-
plexity, and significant funding. The new models involve shifting paradigms, changing structures, setting high stan-
dards, forging new connections, and trusting new partners. Yet these pages are hope-filled and energizing. Educators
and lay leaders are digging deeper.

The articles that follow contribute to the gr owing knowledge base of models and key factors that create sustainable and
meaningful change in communal and congregational part-time Jewish education. In order to assist in making these pieces
maximally useful to you, the issue has been designed so that each article or set of articles is preceded by a brief introduc-
tion and summary, and is followed by a series of questions to guide thoughtful discussion. We hope that you will choose to
utilize these articles in your programs, meetings, policy deliberations, and informal discussions. 

An area of our website has been designed to extend the reach and impact of the authors’ contributions beyond these
pages. A lively online discussion of Dr. Ada Beth Cutler’s article on standards has already begun. We urge you to visit our
w e b s i t e , w w w. j e s n a . o rg, and click on D i s c u s s i o n s to join in the gi v e - a n d - t a k e .

We are eager to hear from you. Write to us at i n f o @ j e s n a . o rg to respond to any of the articles online, or to share your
e x p e rience using this issue in your local community or national organization. How have you shared the content? Did you
use the articles in any programs or meetings? What was the outcome of your discussions?

M ay 5763 be a year filled with peace and blessing, shalom u’vrach a .

SH A NI BECHHOF ER, JESN A
EX ECUTIVE EDITOR

SHANI BECHHOFER
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A VISION OF JEWISH COMMUNITY AND
MEANING

Where is the house of God? Where is the gateway

to heaven? What is the blessing and what has

become of the promise?

We are all Jacob. All of us are on a journey. All are

seeking a stairway, a path to community and mean-

ing, to true spirituality and to purposeful lives.

The Jewish institutions that help to find answers to

these questions will define Jewish life in the 21st

century. Those that don’t simply won’t survive.

The synagogue is the most critical institution in Je w i s h
life. Its success depends on its ability to transform Je w i s h
life and to move Judaism from the periphery of our lives
to the core of our existence. For this to happen, the focus
of synagogue life must move from empty prayer to mean-
ingful learning, from sadness to joy, from Yom Kippur t o
S i m chat Torah, from “membership” to real community,
and from passive affiliation to a passion for social justice
and meaning. 

D u ring 30 years of work for the Jewish community and
fifteen as President of the Combined Je w i s h
Philanthropies of Greater Boston, I’ve come to be l i e v e
that the future of the Jewish community in America lies

Sacred Communities at the Heart of Jewish Life: 20 Years of
Federation/Synagogue Collaboration and Change in Boston 

Dedicated to the memory of two holy souls: Dr. Lewis Millender and Alan J. Tichnor who first bridged the gap between
federation and congregations in Boston.

BARRY SHRAGE

J acob left Beer-sheba, and set out for Haran. He came upon a certain place and stopped there for the night, for
the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of that place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place. He
had a dream; a stairway was set on the ground and its top reached to the sky, and angels of God were going up

and down on it. And the Lord was standing beside him and He said, “I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham
and the God of Isaac: the ground on which you are lying I will assign to you and to your offspring. Your descendants
shall be as the dust of the earth; you shall spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All the
families of the earth shall bless themselves by you and your descendants. Remember, I am with you: I will protect you
wherever you go and will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.

Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is present in this place, and I did not know it!” Shaken, he said,
“ H ow awesome is this place! This is none other than the abode of God, and the gateway to heav e n .”

G e n e s i s 28: 10-17

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R

Barry Shrage leads this issue with his reflective analysis of the change process in Boston. Shrage argues for a robust

working relationship, indeed a partnership, between synagogues and federations in order to create a viable context for

powerful congregational and communal education. Mining the case of Boston for guiding principles and generalizable

learnings, Shrage identifies the key factors and components of system-wide change and puts forth a cogent and com-

pelling vision of the sacred communities of the future. This important article will stimulate the thinking of communal

leaders focused on the broader perspective on community-wide change.

S Y N A G O G U E / F E D E R A T I O N  PA R T N E R S H I P S



in the development of a common vision; one filled with
meaning and beauty and a unifying strategy that links
federations and synagogues in order to transform the
s p i ritual life of our people and create real communities of
Torah, Tzedek and C h e s e d — learning, social justice and
c a ring. To do this, federations must transform themselves
from fundraising institutions focused pri m a rily on ov e r-
seas needs to dynamic networks rooted in real face-to-
face communities, linking donors and ideas, including
new constituencies, particularly synagogues, and dri v e n
by a compelling vision of our Jewish future. Similarly,
c o n gregations are transforming themselves from “houses
of worship” that provide barely adequate Jewish educa-
tion for children into real face-to-face communities whose
p rimary goal is the intellectual and spiritual transform a-
tion of each family that passes through the congr e g a t i o n a l
“ g a t e w ay.” This new mission requires a larger and be t t e r -
trained staff, energized volunteers, far more financial
resources, and new partnerships between agencies, con-
gregations and congregational movements, including far
greater federation support. 

But first we must ack n owledge that we have both seri o u s
challenges and unlimited opportunities. The good news is
that most Jews do pass through the congregational gate-
w ay. The bad news is that most emerge spiri t u a l l y
u n t o u ched. The good news is that most American Je w s
still send their children to congregational schools. The bad
news is that despite the best efforts of talented educators,
far too many still dislike the experience and most — espe-
cially those whose education ends at age 13 — emerge
h aving learned far too little to affect their lives or their
i d e n t i t y. 

The bad news is that classroom education for ch i l d r e n
cannot work if parents and the larger culture they repre-
sent have little respect or love for our texts and our litera-
ture. Worse, most of our congregants come to our syna-
gogues without any substantial knowledge of our ri ch
3500-year-old civilization, having never experienced the
j oy of Jewish learning — and worse yet, most leave our
synagogues pretty much the same way.

The good news is that we can change it all. We can make
t h i n gs much be t t e r. It is a lie to say that we just don’t hav e
the answers. We have many answers. Intensive Je w i s h
summer camping works and youth groups work, and
m ovement trips to Israel work and family education works

and serious adult learning works and classroom learn i n g
can work if it is part of a total integrated congr e g a t i o n a l
education system — a true community of learners. 

All that is required is the vision to recognize the need for
radical change and the money, resources and persistence
to implement change and to follow our dream.

Over the last 30 years, we’ve seen a number of important
trends emerge and find great champions in Jewish life —
d ay schools, or social justice, or camping, or free travel to
Israel have all been offered as the answers to our existen-
tial Jewish challenge. But day schools alone are not the
answer and camps alone are not the answer and Birthri g h t
alone is not the answer. These are all excellent and effec-
tive programs, but they are not Judaism. Judaism is a life
based in community and filled with reverence and be a u t y
and spirituality and justice and meaning and a connection
to Israel and to an eternal people. This vision of a sacred
community must be at the heart of congregational life.
Adult learning and social justice programs and Je w i s h
camps and trips to Israel and family education will all
need to become a standard part of each family’s spiri t u a l
j o u rney through our Jewish community if congr e g a t i o n s
are to achieve their potential. But these programs can only
truly succeed if they are rooted in a broader vision that
includes and transcends them all. 

AFTER SEPTEMBER 11: THE SEARCH FOR
COMMUNITY AND MEANING

The aftermath of September 11 reinforced what we
already knew. A synagogue is much more than a platform
for education. It can be the stuff of community itself — the
basic building block of Jewish life. During the weeks fol-
l owing September 11, Americans turned to their syna-
gogues and ch u r ches in greater numbers than ever be f o r e .
They came looking for renaissance and meaning. Th e y
came to find answers to pressing questions. They came
because they wanted to be able to tell their children that
life could still have meaning and purpose after the disas-
t e r. They came to find solace and hope because many
were concerned that they could no longer assure their
children a better life after the economic collapse of the
summer and fall of 2001 and the sense of insecurity that
pervaded our world after the destruction of the Wo r l d
Trade Center. Many found what they were looking for, but
far too many found only crowds and words, without cari n g
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and without meaning and without spiri t u a l i t y, revealing
both the weakness and the potential of congregational life
in America. 

Early in Decembe r, the Biennial Convention of the Union
of American Hebrew Congregations was held in Bo s t o n .
It was the greatest biennial that was ever held by the
UA HC and one of the very greatest Jewish meetings in
recent history. It was filled with joy, emotion, caring and
faith and it took place just three months after the cata-
strophe of September 11. It was a marker that our Je w i s h
renaissance is happening and that it has already begun to
fill our Jewish world with confidence, emotion and pur-
pose. It was one of many signs that revealed a bri g h t e r
future for the American Jewish community and for world
Je w r y. And it placed the congregation at the heart of that
t r a n s f o rmation. 

CONGREGATION AND COMMUNITY

Face-to-Face Community:The Context of Successful Jewish

Education

For Jewish life to flourish, for Jewish education to suc-
ceed, we must create a unified vision of Jewish life and
Jewish schooling must be part of a larger context of Je w i s h
existence, including community and family, caring and
commitment, justice and purpose. Cut off from a living
Jewish community, Jewish education for children be c o m e s
meaningless talk with little connection to values, culture
or purpose. To be clear: congregational, after school edu-
cation will fail for most children if it is not part of a trans-
f o rmed, vital congregational experience. 

The idea of community is thus at the heart of the Je w i s h
e n t e r p rise and the continuing need for community is one
of the clearest messages to emerge from the terrible trau-
ma of September 11th. A clear definition of community
must therefore be the starting point for a renaissance of
Jewish life for both federations and congr e g a t i o n s .
According to Robert Bellah in Habits of the Heart:

“…a community is a group of people who are

socially interdependent,who participate together in

discussion and decision making, and who share

certain practices that both define the community

and are nurtured by it. Such a community is not

quickly formed. It almost always has a history and

so it is also a community of memory.”

“…While the idea of community, if limited to neigh-

bors and friends,is an inadequate basis for meeting

our current needs,we want to affirm community as

a cultural theme that calls us to wider and wider

circles of loyalty, ultimately embracing that univer-

sal community of all beings…”

Professor Arnold Eisen translates this idea of community
into Jewish terms in his 1995 essay, “Reimagining Je w i s h
Community in America” and suggests three starting points
or primary building blocks for the definition and construc-
tion of Jewish community: 

• It must be local, face-to-face, as near as the re’a o r
n e i g h bor whom Leviticus XIX commands us to treat in a
manner befitting lov e .

• It must also be le’olam: u n bounded by time or space,
grounded in the unique Jewish situation that is writ large
in the world today as much as ever, and dedicated to a
t i k ku n that is commensurably all-embracing.

• F i n a l l y, on each of those levels, the “words” we speak as
Jews must conform to the grammar of Jewish life, under-
lying and flowing from the conversation begun at Sinai.
That is to say, it must be founded on the To r a h based on
narrative or resulting in just action. It must include bo t h
study and deed — study as deed, deed as study; both of
them arising out of community, constituting community
and reinforcing community. We will be a community
defined by our conversation and our activities. 

Core Values and a Common Agenda 

Strong communities are built on common values and a
common history that together become the memory of the
c o m m u n i t y. Without a powerful, meaningful and inspiri n g
vision of Jewish life, our institutions and communities
cannot compete successfully for the hearts and minds of
those who can now choose to affiliate with hundreds of
exciting and engaging alternatives available in the larger
c o m m u n i t y. We must know what we stand for if we are to
offer powerful options.

As diverse as our community is, a set of core beliefs and
an action agenda is emerging, around which the vast
m a j o rity of Jews can agree. There is a gr owing consensus
on the importance of developing a renaissance of Je w i s h
community around the basic values and principles of



To r a h — serious Jewish learning; C h e s e d — kindness, and
c a ring for Jews here, in Israel and throughout the
Diaspora, and Tz e d e k — Ti k kun Olam — social justice and
the possibility of a rebuilt world for our Jewish people and
for all humankind.

The Community Matrix

The Jewish conceptions of learning, caring and justice can
only be fully realized in the context of strong, interdepen-
dent “face-to-face” communities. Learning, justice and
c a ring are the point of Jewish life. They are the seeds of
Jewish community. At the same time, Jewish communities
are the ground within which these seeds must gr ow. To o
often in the past, strategies for Jewish education or conti-
nuity have ignored the need for community, while strate-
gies for community-building have failed to understand
that communities require culture, meaning and purpose to
f l o u rish. The need for a strategy that supports both must
be at the core of the work of our new federation–syna-
gogue relationship. 

Federations have a central role to play in community
building, but cannot reach out to every member of the
Jewish community and cannot become a “face-to-face”
community for any but a minority of committed volun-
teers. For the rest, the task of binding Jews to each other
with caring, concern and love, and to systems of Je w i s h
belief, Jewish learning, Jewish values and Jewish social
action, be l o n gs to “gateway” institutions, pri m a rily congr e-
gations and Jewish Community Centers. The role of feder-
ation must therefore be to strengthen and support congr e-
gations; to link them to the resources and staffing they
require; to encourage, develop, and fund powerful pro-
grams that can truly transform them into communities of
Torah, Tz e d e k and C h e s e d. 

Jewish Community in a Mobile World 

But how can we maintain “real” Jewish communities in
the face of the breathtaking mobility of the 21st century?
Pa r a d ox i c a l l y, I believe that this challenge actually repre-
sents our greatest opportunity. How many of us have expe-
rienced the beauty and the sense of relief we feel when we
find Jewish life in a foreign country we’re visiting?
Suddenly we are “at home.” In a time of mobility, commu-
nity becomes that much more important, that much more
desperately sought after by human be i n gs who are, after
all, biologically designed for communal existence. And so
the existence of strong, caring synagogues that will wel-

come and care about us wherever we move becomes that
m u ch more important and that much more attractive for
Jewish life in the 21st century.

THE BOSTON MODEL

Over the last 15 years CJP, the Boston Jewish Fe d e r a t i o n ,
and our congregational community have conducted a con-
tinuing experiment in congregational change and federa-
tion-synagogue relations. From the Supplementary Je w i s h
Education Task Force to the Synagogue Pr o gram Fund to
the Commission on Jewish Continuity to JRNI, the Je w i s h
Resource Network Initiative, Boston has been the
a ck n owledged leader in creating partnerships between fed-
eration agencies (especially the Hebrew College and the
Bureau of Jewish Education) and congregations, funding
i n n ovation, and finally institutionalizing innov a t i o n
through community wide programmatic ch a n g e .
Throughout a decade and a half of effort we have learn e d
that change is difficult but it is possible. Moreov e r, ch a n g e
can be made to pervade an entire community rather than
just a single institution, creating a critical mass of ch a n g e
that generates its own momentum and that is far more dif-
ficult to reverse. 

Boston’s success is based on a very different model of
communal change and federation-synagogue relations
than most communities have created. It is rooted in a new
vision of congregational life and of the congregation as
part of a broader communal network. We started with a
new conception, based in part on work done at the Je w i s h
Community Federation of Cleveland in the mid-eighties,
and we learned from our “work in progress” every step of
the way. We were committed to learning; we were working
with an incredible group of talented professionals and
committed volunteers at CJP and at our congregations; we
had the full support of our congregational mov e m e n t s ;
and most importantly, and I think differently from most
communities, we were in it for the long haul. 

This was not going to be a short-lived experiment in fed-
eration-synagogue relations. We were not funding short
t e rm “innovative projects” or trying to make our congr e-
gations love us. We didn’t even try to raise more money for
the federation from congregants. We were highly motivat-
ed by the urgent need for successful new models in Je w i s h
education and we were optimistic about the potential of
our community, our congregations, and the continuity of
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our Jewish future. Our work was at the very heart of our
conception of community. Our presence, our commitment
and our funding were not going aw ay. We were blessed
with great continuity of staff and volunteer leadership ov e r
fifteen years and we built our shared vision into a
S t r a t e gic Plan that kept us “on task” even as we ch a n g e d
tactics and added to our agenda over time. In reviewing
our work — our successes and challenges — nine important
p rinciples emerge. Some we understood at the be gi n n i n g ,
some developed over time, and most continue to differen-
tiate our approach from other communities:

THE PROCESS OF CHANGE

Creation of a True Partnership with Congregations and

Congregational Movements 

The work of educational change in Boston began in 1988
with a relatively new planning concept modeled on work
that developed in Cleveland in the mid-1980s. At the core
of the new concept was the realization that 70% to 80% of
Boston’s children were educated in a congregational con-
text; that most families gave their primary Jewish loyalty to
their congregations and rabbis; and that congr e g a t i o n s
controlled vast educational resources, including camps,
youth work and Israel experiences that were only waiting
to be unlocked and coordinated. 

A ny serious effort to engage the Boston Federation in the
work of educational change and Jewish continuity would
therefore require a serious working collaboration with
c o n gregations. The Commission on Jewish Continuity was
therefore constituted as an equal partnership between the
federation and its agencies and Boston’s congr e g a t i o n s ,
c o n gregational movements, and the Synagogue Council.
After an initial period of trust building, the Commission
partnership yielded real collaboration and a common
vision of change. At the heart of our common vision and
the trust that made it all possible was the principle of
m u t u a l i t y. CJP did not come to “save the synagogues from
themselves” and the congregational leadership did not
come to criticize the federation. We came together to cre-
ate a revolution in Jewish life that would change us all
and lead to a Jewish renaissance that would assure a won-
derful Jewish community for all our children and gr a n d-
children. 

Beyond its unique collaboration between the federation
and the synagogues, the Commission led to an extraordi-

nary level of cooperation among the mov e m e n t s :
O r t h o d ox, Conservative, Reform and Reconstructionist
working together for the common good. 

A Conscious Movement from Experimentation to

Institutionalized Change 

From the start we were clear about the need to create a
new integrated model of formal and informal education
along with an emphasis on education for children, families
and adults. We believed that the time of experi m e n t a t i o n
and program development had ended and that the time
had come to institutionalize models that we already knew
had a high probability of success. Israel travel did not
require further testing. Funding and incentives were
required to make Israel travel a standard part of every
y o u n gster’s Jewish education. Family education did not
require new innovative models. It required full time
staffing in every congregation to make it part of each fami-
ly’s synagogue experience. High impact youth work had
been proven as essential for a quality teen educational
e nvironment since at least the mid-70’s. What was
required was a federation and synagogue commitment to
hire full time youth workers along with federation funding
to incentivize congregations and make adequate staffing a
n o rm rather than an exception. We decided not to fund
feel good short-term programs but rather to invest in long-
t e rm institution-wide change. 

Investment of Top Synagogue and Federation Leadership

The highest level of federation and synagogue leadership
were personally involved in the process, including the
Executive Director (President) of CJP and the Vi c e
President for Planning , along with the Director of the
Commission and the directors of the regional congr e g a-
tional movements. They all worked at Commission meet-
i n gs and behind the scenes to address difficult issues and
challenges as they arose, and to achieve the consensus
that ultimately prevailed. The Commission process also
had the input and involvement of the rabbinical and vol-
unteer leadership of key congregations. Both local and
national support from the congregational movements was
essential to the development of a successful process. In
particular the engagement of movement leadership
opened doors to congregations that would otherwise hav e
been closed and provided the coordination, communica-
tion and support that assured a smooth and productive
p r o c e s s .



Involvement of Multiple Layers of Congregational Leadership 

The engagement of congregational leaders went be y o n d
rabbis and congregation presidents to include educational
directors, youth workers and family educators. The profes-
sional and volunteer leadership of the federation made
sure to create channels of communication and regular
m e e t i n gs with these professionals, as well as with other
c o n gregational leaders.

Persistence, Focus,Feedback and Research

As noted above, CJP and the Commission were in it for
the long haul. None of our projects started successful. All
were initially flawed. All required consistent momentum,
feedback, research and support from the top over many
years before they began to achieve measurable success.
All continued to evolve over time. Significant funds were
invested in research and evaluation, which created a
feedback loop that led to ongoing improvement in each
project. 

Vision and Change

If you don’t know where you’re going any road will get
you there. The Commission on Jewish Continuity be g a n
with a number of hypotheses based on years of observa-
tion and research. We began with a vision and a clear
sense of direction. We believed that family education
could be transformational and that Israel travel, intensive
Jewish summer camping, and youth work were pow e r f u l
tools for building Jewish identity. We believed that the
impact of these programs would expand geometri c a l l y, if
they were implemented together in the same congr e g a t i o n
and if they could be rooted in the congregational culture
as part of a total Jewish educational experience. We started
with real and reasonable ideas. We did not simply ask con-
gregations what they needed or offer start up grants for
i n n ovation. We made big, across the board bets on big
ideas with a high probability of success in many congr e g a-
tions at the same time.

In the area of family education, for example, we be g a n
with small-scale experiments but moved quickly to fund-
ing half the cost of full-time trained family educators in
c o n gregations across the community. In other words, we
never tried to find the perfect family education progr a m
through innovative program grants. Instead, we tried to
institutionalize the idea of family education and prov i d e d
training and opportunities for sharing and consultation to
encourage the evolution of better models over time. We

also created a learning network for new professionals and
plenty of opportunity for them to learn together. We ov e r-
seeded the field to assure the emergence of some excellent
models that could be replicated and expanded through
contact with other congregations. The goal was not the
perfect family education program. It was the development
of an excellent community-wide process that would make
family education a standard, institutionalized part of most
s chools, most congregations and most families’ Je w i s h
educational experience. 

But we also stayed open to change, adding outreach to
interfaith families, Building Caring Communities, the
JRNI project, our social justice initiative and universal
adult Jewish literacy as we went along. Needless to say,
our initial plans for our projects changed frequently over
time so that our family and youth educator initiatives
look quite different today from our starting point
hypotheses. 

“Tipping Points” and Assuring a Critical Mass for Change 

One of the weaknesses of many existing synagogue
change efforts is that they attempt to create individual
change projects in individual congregations often in dif-
ferent cities. In these instances, congregations frequently
compete with other congregations for funding, with only
the winner allowed to try the innovation. Our approach
was to announce up front our intention to implement new
projects across the board in as many congregations as
wanted to participate with a funding model that required
at least 50/50 congregational participation. Moreov e r,
structured opportunities for sharing and ongoing consul-
tation through the Hebrew College and the Bureau of
Jewish Education were provided to share ideas and suc-
cess stories and improve the model over time. We now
h ave more than 22 full-time family educators and nearly
as many full-time youth workers. Some are better used
than others and not all are what I would view as com-
pletely or even mostly successful, but they are all evolving
over time, and enough variations and successes exist to
assure real progress throughout the community.
M o r e ov e r, if a particular congregation drops out or loses a
key rabbi, staff person or major volunteer, the model con-
tinues to exist in the community for potential re-adoption
later on. The existence of many replicable models pro-
vides a much greater evolutionary chance for success and
i m p r ovement over time. 
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Even more importantly the existence of many variants in
m a ny congregations provides the potential for creating a
real community wide “tipping point” of attitude ch a n g e .
This is be ginning to happen in Boston as the widespread
engagement of multiple leadership elites (and ordinary
c o n gregants) in the M e ’ a h Pr o gram has made Jewish liter-
acy a mark of real status in our Jewish community, with
adult Jewish learning at the edge of becoming a commu-
nal norm. 

Funding, Staffing and Turn-Key Initiatives

If the mission of our congregational movements today is
the spiritual, intellectual and ethical transformation of
most congregants and the creation of real Jewish commu-
n i t y, most congregations are neither funded nor staffed to
p r ovide any hope of success. Moreov e r, most rabbis and
leaders were raised in old paradigm congregations, making
it difficult for them to even envision the structure, funding
or staffing necessary to succeed.

Often in synagogue change processes, consultants help
c o n gregational leadership envision new goals like adult
education or family education or informal education for
children. But then at the moment of implementation, they
l e ave them powerless to implement high quality, sustain-
able programs due to lack of funding or staffing or the
availability of easily implementable models. It does little
good to turn a congregation on to serious Jewish adult
education and then leave them with the same progr a m
and teachers that have always been available but have had
limited impact. 

CJP and the Commission on Jewish Continuity therefore
offered serious incentives for congregations to hire new
full-time staff for specific tasks (youth work and family
education) and incentives for Israel experiences. Th e
Commission also developed full-blown turn-key progr a m s
like Me’ah (a two-year Wexner Heritage type adult learn-
ing experience) which were designed to be integrated into
a ny congregation desiring to participate. 

Ongoing Consultation and Support

The Commission on Jewish Continuity with our partners
at the Bureau of Jewish Education and the Hebrew
College and the Synagogue Council provide support, feed-
b a ck, coordination, consultation and help to assure suc-
cess over time.

THE CONTENT OF CHANGE

Universal Adult Jewish Literacy

A community that has no cultural, intellectual or spiri t u a l
memory has no future. The creation of “communities of
l e a rning” will require a change in our communal culture.
In America, we have built great and sophisticated public
and private school systems to transmit secular learn i n g
and the values of western culture to each generation. We
h ave done so because our parents believed in Ameri c a
and in western civilization. Only if we truly believe in the
importance of our communal memory, our Jewish culture,
our To r a h and its ability to give our lives beauty and
meaning, can we truly create communities of Jewish learn-
i n g .

Expanding Jewish adult education is key to the ov e r a l l
goal of building broad communal support for Jewish edu-
cation. Only a community filled with adults who lov e
Jewish learning and find meaning for their own lives in
Jewish knowledge will create universal Jewish literacy for
their children and gr a n d children. Only a community that
sees the literary beauty of the Bible as clearly as it sees
the beauty in Shakespeare will raise a generation of Je w s
who are Jewishly literate as well as masters of We s t e rn
Civilization and culture. In Boston, the federation will pay
half the cost of a full-time family educator for any interest-
ed congregation (we are already in more than 30 congr e-
gations!) as well as half the cost of Me’ah, our gold stan-
dard adult learning experience which currently reach e s
700 adults a year in 20 congregations. 

S t r e n gthening serious intensive and comprehensive Je w i s h
l e a rning for adults (rather than the episodic and uncoordi-
nated efforts that usually pass for adult education), partic-
ularly at congregations, must become a far higher pri o ri t y
if we are to assure the success of our Jewish renaissance.
The Wexner Heritage Pr o gram, Me’ah and the Melton
Adult Mini School all provide useful models for seri o u s
comprehensive adult learning of the kind that must
become normative for American Jews. 

Me’ah (A Hundred Hours of Jewish Learning), developed
by our Hebrew College and its leader David Gordis, is
modeled loosely on the Wexner Heritage Pr o gram (Bible,
rabbinics, Jewish history and Jewish philosophy — two
years, 25 weeks per year, two and one-half hours in the
classroom and two hours of homework per week!). Our
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goal was simply to make every Jew in every congr e g a t i o n
in Boston a literate Jew — universal Jewish literacy. It
started with 40 participants and grew to 700 participants
per year within four years. The demand has been enor-
mous, a symbol of the Jewish community’s hunger for
s e rious Jewish learning and meaning. It has spread from
c o n gregation to congregation across Greater Boston. More
i m p o r t a n t l y, the reality structure of Boston Jewry has
begun to change with far more Jews believing in the
p ower of Jewish learning to bring meaning and intellectual
satisfaction to their lives. 

A groundbreaking recent study on adult Jewish learn i n g
found that most Jews expressed a preference for very
s h o r t - t e rm learning experiences focused on popular topics
like Jewish cooking and the Holocaust. That indeed is the
limited scope of many congregational programs marked by
very limited expectations of congregants. But market
r e s e a r ch is an inadequate guide to the real needs of our
Jewish people. We can and must understand our congr e-
gants as a community that can be inspired by leadership
and by an elevated vision of Jewish life. If we had depend-
ed on market research in 1995 in Boston, we would never
h ave created M e ’ a h and that would have been a tragedy. 

Small face-to-face communities, particularly synagogues,
already educate most of our community’s children. But
they can be much more. They can become, in Isa Aron’s
words, “congregations of learners” and the central carri e r
of culture and learning for us and for our children. 

By surrounding ourselves with learning, particularly
sophisticated and comprehensive adult education, we can
change the norms of Jewish life and the attitudes we
transmit to our children. But the reverse is also true. Th e
process of learning together itself creates community. Fo r
the Jewish people, learning can be an intimate act of self-
d i s c overy that strengthens the ties that bind us together.
Our communities can create opportunities for learning just
as learning itself creates community.

Integrating Formal and Informal Jewish Education: Creating

a Total Educational Environment 

C o n gregation-based afternoon school education is the
most widespread form of Jewish education in Ameri c a .
The goal of educational and communal policy must be the
t r a n s f o rmation of congregational education through an
overall strategy designed to make each congregation a

total educational environment — carefully orch e s t r a t i n g
the work of highly trained professionals (rabbis, educators,
family educators and youth workers) and programs (ser-
vices, schools, youth movements, movement camps, target-
ed intensive adult education aimed at young families, and
adult/family education programs). The distinction be t w e e n
f o rmal and informal education must be erased and we
must move to assure as much support and funding for
high impact and high potential Jewish camps, Israel learn-
ing experiences, youth activity, and family and adult edu-
cation as we currently provide for our highly problematic
a f t e rnoon school efforts. 

In essence, we are seeking to create a new synagogue
structure that makes an intensive family integr a t i o n / e d u-
cation experience, exciting services, excellent sch o o l s ,
intensive Jewish summer camping, powerful youth gr o u p s
and Israel experiences for teens a standard, automatic,
i n t e grated part of our educational programs, just as the
after sch o o l / S u n d ay school experience is a standard, well-
funded [contended point — distracting], and required part
of congregational life. The Commission on Je w i s h
Continuity in Boston has worked to transform the rela-
tionship between federations and synagogues so that new
incentives can be made available to congregations to cre-
ate this integrated structure. 

A Strategy for Youth Education

Teens are among the fastest gr owing cohorts of Ameri c a n
Jews and they’re also the most vulnerable. Far too many
teens drop out at age 13 and Jewish education will simply
fail if we can’t retain and inspire our youth. Pr o grams that
place trained full-time youth workers in every synagogue
will be critical to success, as will strategies that integr a t e
youth groups, camping and Israel experiences. Simply put,
the more youngsters that participate in intensive Je w i s h
summer camping, the more teens that will participate in
youth group experiences. The more youth group activity,
the more teens go to Israel; and the more teens go to
Israel, the stronger our youth groups, and so on. 

And of course, all of this is well within our capacity to
e nvision and to accomplish. In Boston, the Robert and
Myra Kraft Passport to Israel Incentive Sav i n gs Pr o gr a m
and some very dedicated congregations have vastly
increased the pool of Israel bound teens. The Gri n s p o o n
Foundation’s camp incentive program has significantly
increased camp participation in We s t e rn Massach u s e t t s .

1 0 A GE N D A:  J EWI S H  E D U C ATI ON / J E SN A 



Most significantly CJP’s Youth Educator Initiative has
increased the number of full-time trained youth workers
in congregations in Boston from two to 11 in only four
years with four additional half-time workers also devel-
oped through the program. Our goal must be integr a t e d
camp, Israel, and youth group experiences for every teen. 

Caring Communities 

The creation of compassionate, face-to-face communities
through which we care for each other — visiting the sick
and lonely, comforting the be r e aved, aiding those in need,
welcoming new members — clearly represents a core agen-
da for congregational life. The Wi l l ow Creek Community
C h u r ch outside Chicago is now among the most successful
in the country, but at the start, it was failing. Research
revealed its core failure as a community. Members felt
uncared for and unwelcome. They felt that the Church
was more interested in their money than in themselves as
people. 

Change will require a radical new focus on welcome and
c a ring as core values of Jewish life. For this to happen, the
typical C h e s e d committees of synagogue life will require
far more work. The Wi l l ow Creek Community Church has
7,000 volunteers under the guidance of 100 professional
staff to create a sense of real caring and community for its
30,000 members. It didn’t happen by accident. In Bo s t o n ,
CJP’s human service agencies have begun to bring their
services into congregations and CJP’s Commission on
Jewish Continuity is developing plans to fund full-time
volunteer coordinators for congregations to test the applic-
ability of the Wi l l ow Creek model. 

Communities of Justice

A Jewish community that focuses solely on its own needs
ignores its most basic historical, Biblical and prophetic
mandate. The pursuit of Ti k kun Olam, social action — the
repair of the world for our neighbors and for all
humankind — is an essential element of Jewish communi-
ty-building because it is at the core of the cov e n a n t
between Abraham and God, and because working together
in a great cause itself builds community. This value must
guide us to actively involve our congregants in advocacy
and service projects that engage them in repairing the
world. But most congregational social justice efforts are
understaffed and underfunded and limited. In Boston, the
Jewish Community Relations Council has recruited 70 0
volunteers — most through congregationally based out-

r e a ch efforts — to tutor inner city youngsters on a weekly
basis and build bridges to inner city ch u r ches. Plans are
already being developed to test full-time, federation fund-
ed, social justice coordinators to build this critical element
of our congregational and communal vision.

Broadening the Base of Community: Outreach to Interfaith

Households

Since 1997, CJP has partnered with congregations and
c o n gregational movements (especially the Northeast
R e gion of the UA HC) in an extensive program of outreach
to interfaith households. This partnership and significant
federation funding has vastly increased the scope of con-
gregational outreach efforts reaching more than 1,300
people and generating a great deal of serious interest in
Judaism in households that have already opted to live
Jewish lives as well as those who are exploring Je w i s h
a l t e rn a t i v e s .

Federation Engagement and Synagogue Change

The total scope of CJP-synagogue engagement is excep-
tionally broad, encompassing 13 different programs in for-
mal and informal Jewish education; 10 in social justice,
and 21 aimed at creating and sustaining caring communi-
ties. The total CJP investment in these programs is ov e r
$2 million, touching 70 synagogue and day school sites
and tens of thousands of synagogue members. The sum
total of programmatic investment is enormous but still
requires structural change within congregations and feder-
ation to be fully effective. To achieve higher levels of
impact, we’ve created two programs to examine the ov e r a l l
structure of congregational organizational life and facili-
tate thoughtful change. JRNI — the Jewish Resource
Network Initiative aims at overall congregational ch a n g e
while also seeking to strengthen the congregation’s ability
to welcome, serve, care for and engage its members. 

The Advancing Congregational Educational (ACE )
Initiative offers intensive consultative services and extend-
ed grants that enable synagogues to experiment with com-
prehensive new models for congregational education.
Be ginning with the congregational school, ACE seeks to
expand and deepen opportunities for lifelong Je w i s h
l e a rning by linking formal and informal, family and class-
room education into a coherent whole which is guided by
a team of professional Jewish educators and engaged lay
l e a d e r s .
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Finally and most importantly, CJP and our congr e g a t i o n s
are sponsoring the JRNI Leadership Development
Institute. 

JRNI’s Leadership Development Institute (LDI) will seek
to engage, inspire and support lay leadership throughout
Greater Boston’s Jewish community. Our goal is to raise
the sights of current and next generation leadership to see
beyond today’s Jewish communal world and env i s i o n
newly energized communities of Jewish life. Th e
Leadership Development Institute and is designed to
b ring university level leadership training and business
expertise to congregational leadership. Faculty from
Harvard Business School, the Kennedy School at Harvard,
and Brandeis University have already been involved in
this process. Without the best and brightest volunteer
leaders, trained and engaged, all other efforts at synagogue
change must surely fail.

THE FEDERATION: A COMMUNITY OF
COMMUNITIES

The Federation Network

Vibrant synagogue communities are enhanced by vibrant,
creative, supportive federations. Synagogues and other
g a t e w ay communities need federations to create a commu-
nity of communities in order to broaden their vision, pre-
venting them from becoming narrow and parochial. Th e y
need umbrella institutions that symbolize K’lal Yisroel, t h e
community if Israel — enabling their members to feel and
understand that they are part of a broader Jewish commu-
nity linking Jews in every synagogue and organization to a
more inclusive network that includes Jews in other organi-
zations: unaffiliated Jews throughout the greater commu-
nity; the entire American Jewish community; the world
Jewish community and ultimately the community which
R o bert Bellah descri bes as the “community of all
h u m a n k i n d .” The federation therefore becomes a network
and the key connector between local grassroots organiza-
tions and the broader Jewish world without which
Judaism loses much of its meaning and pow e r.

To meet the needs of a larger and more inclusive Je w i s h
community and to be a real presence, a real central
address, a real community of communities, I would sug-
gest that federations must be gin to look more like net-
works than concentric circles or pyramids; that inform a-
tion and funds must flow through these networks, con-

necting donors and needs; recipients and givers; that
k n owledge, ideas and vision must replace emergencies,
p ow e r, money and coercion as the primary forces that
hold communities together. In the future the most pow e r-
ful and influential federations will be those that fav o r
a u t o n o my and that give power aw ay, rather than those that
hold power in and dominate their systems. 

Connecting Jews: The Tipping Point and The Power to Make

Change

The Jewish community is far more tightly connected than
most of us believe. The most alienated Jews are probably
not much more than two degrees of separation from the
most affiliated. Moreov e r, these states are highly dynamic
as people move between levels of connection depending
on their place in the family lifecycle and their relation-
ships with influentials and congregations that connect
them to the Jewish community and who also influence
their attitudes.

The Network concept and the close connection be t w e e n
affiliated and unaffiliated Jews it suggests also ch a l l e n g e s
the idea that the community consists of disconnected con-
c e n t ric circles with committed Jews at the core and unaf-
filiated, unreachable Jews at the peri p h e r y. This is the
central insight developed by Rabbi Hayim Herring in his
excellent paper, “Network Judaism: A New Image for
Understanding the Organization of American Jews,” pre-
pared as part of a Wilstein Institute symposium on the
network idea. 

The Tipping Point, by Malcolm Gladwell, provides addi-
tional critical insight into the networks that tie our lives
and our communities together. Gladwell suggests ways that
beliefs within communities can be tipped, ch a n ging atti-
tudes and reshaping social reality structures. He descri be s
three rules of epidemics: the law of the few, the stick i n e s s
f a c t o r, and the power of context. He believes that by
understanding these factors we can change the social real-
ity in which we live. In his words, “ little things can make
a big difference.”

What must underlie successful social change in the

end is a bedrock belief that change is possible, that

people can radically transform their behavior or

beliefs in the face of the right kind of impetus….

We are actually powerfully influenced by our sur-

roundings, our immediate context,and the person-

alities of those around us.…That’s why social
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change is so volatile and so often inexplicable

because it is the nature of all of us to be volatile

and inexplicable.

But if there is difficulty and volatility in the world of

The Tipping Point, t h e re is a large measure of hope-

fulness as well. Merely by manipulating the size of a

gr o u p, we can dramatically improve its receptivity to

new ideas. By tinkering with a presentation of infor-

m a t i o n , we can significantly improve its stick i n e s s .

Simply by finding and re a ching those few special

people who hold so much social pow e r, we can

shape the course of social ch a n g e. In the end,

Tipping Points are a re a f f i rmation of the potential for

change and the power of intelligent action. Look at

the world around you. It may seem like an immov-

a b l e, implacable place. It is not. With the slightest

push — in just the right place, it can be tipped.

And isn’t that exactly our challenge? Somehow we are
called upon to join in a revolution that must reshape the
attitudes of a generation hungry for meaning, but not
k n owing where to find it and searching for community,
but not knowing quite how to create it. As part of this
larger struggle we are testing the proposition that our fed-
eration and congregational movements have a role to play
in this great adventure. At the heart of Gladwell’s idea is
“the law of the few.” He suggests that our society is tied
together by relatively few connectors, really key influen-
tials who seem to know everybody and who carry mes-
sages and ideas across vast distances with amazing speed
and accuracy. He also descri bes mavens who seem to
k n ow everything and who carry the content of these ideas
and salespeople who close the sale and drive the new
ideas home. Federations and congregations control vast
financial resources but they also influence even more
potent human resources. By understanding these human
resources and the way they and communal agencies and
institutions connect our community network, we can
s t r e n gthen communal life and help drive the revolution of
Torah, Tzedek and C h e s e d upon which the future of
Jewish communal life can be built. 

Several years ago, the Boston Hebrew College and CJP
created M e ’ a h, the remarkable adult education progr a m
d e s c ri bed earlier in this paper. The program developed
without much advertising or print media, no electronic
media and limited direct mail. But we started the progr a m

in its first years in two highly visible, fast gr owing young
affluent congregations and targeted to the extent possible
y o u n g e r, more visible congregants. It spread from congr e-
gation to congregation across Greater Boston. The results
were extraordinary. The program already has over 1,000
graduates and the name M e ’ a h is recognized across Je w i s h
Boston. More importantly, the reality structure of Bo s t o n
Jewry has begun to tip with far more Jews believing in the
p ower of Jewish learning to bring meaning and intellectual
satisfaction to our lives. Of course, this would not hav e
happened if the Hebrew College had not created an extra-
ordinary product. But the placement strategy within con-
gregations and word-of-mouth contagion must also be
credited with the program’s success. 

The Synagogue Partnership and the Communal Network 

Synagogues and congregations are the most widespread
f o rm of grassroots communal organization available to
A m e rican Jews. All surveys show that American Jews con-
tinue to feel closer to their congregations than to any
other form of Jewish organizational life and Jews of all
kinds — inmarried and interm a r ried, Reform ,
Conservative, Orthodox, Reconstructionist and unaffiliat-
ed — continue to form synagogues largely out of their
own volunteer energy, from renewed urban communities
to the small synagogues that are forming in developing
suburbs. These congregations must further develop their
community building capacity before they can fulfill their
potential as an important component of a Jewish renais-
sance network, but many are showing surprising energy,
reflecting the power of volunteers who are hungry for real
community and spiritual meaning in their lives.

CREATING A TIPPING POINT OF JEWISH
COMMUNITY AND JEWISH MEANING

Against all odds the Jewish people have carried a pow e r f u l
message of hope within a strong communal network for
over 2,000 years. In a time that lacks vision and prophecy
and that yearns for meaning, we’re carrying an ancient
faith in an ancient God so that our children and gr a n d-
children will have spiritual options to fill their lives with
light and joy.

In a time of greed and selfishness, we’re part of an old — a
very old — tradition of caring for strangers, love of the
poor and oppressed, and responsibility for widows and
orphans, the elderly and handicapped.

A GE N D A:  J EWI SH  E D U C AT I O N / J E S N A  1 3



In a time of forgetfulness, we’re part of the oldest living
chain of learning and literature in the world, inheritors of
an ancient and hauntingly beautiful culture. 

In a time of anomie and loneliness, we carry the secret of
community and caring to provide our children and gr a n d-
children a sense of be l o n ging. 

In a time of rootlessness and alienation, we’re connected
to a 3500-year-old history and an infinite future.

Federations and congregations have a powerful role to play
in renewing this message and strengthening and reshaping
our communal network. If we carry out this great work
with spirit and vision, we will create a tipping point of
Jewish learning and community and justice, we will suc-
ceed in our great mission, and future generations will
bless us for our work and our vision.

Barry Shrage is the President of Combined Jewish

Philanthropies of Greater Boston.
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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• Shrage descri bes a model in which federations and
synagogues are dependent on one another. 

— In what ways do federations need strong syna-
gogues according to Shrage, and in what ways do
synagogues need vibrant federations?

— Is this the way the relationship is conceived in
your community? 

— What are the risks and benefits of active federation
i nvolvement in synagogue change? 

• Shrage asserts that “Judaism is a life based in com-
m u n i t y.” What are the implications of this idea for
Jewish education? 

• In what ways is the case of Boston unique in your
opinion? In what ways was their success attri b u t a b l e
to leadership, optimism, and focus? What would you
like to ask Shrage about the Boston experience that
would help you to make the connection to your ow n
community’s realities?

• The article descri bes “a conscious movement from
e x p e rimentation to institutionalized ch a n g e .” Why
was this important? Is your community ready for this
s h i f t ?

• Shrage writes that Boston invested significantly in
r e s e a r ch and evaluation, functioning as a “learn i n g
organization” on many levels. To what extent does
your community seek feedback and constant moni-
t o ring of results? To what extent are you flexible and
able to adjust to ch a n ging realities and understand-
i n gs? 

Shrage cites Malcolm Gladwell’s statement, “Wh a t
must underlie successful social change in the end is a
be d r o ck belief that change is possible…” Is this
be d r o ck belief ch a r a c t e ristic of your community’s lead-
ership? Do you as a group share this level of opti-
mism? What are the obstacles to change on the com-
munal level?
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O ver the last decade we have witnessed a rekin-
dling of interest in Jewish learning as increasing
n u m bers of American Jews search for meaning

in their lives and find it in their Judaism. To d ay, individual
seekers are discov e ring that spirituality needs substance,
and congregations have awoken to the fact that membe r s
as well as leaders need to be knowledgeable in order to be
competent and confident in their daily practice of
Judaism. 

Into this climate have come a number of organizations
and programs such as the Wexner Heritage program, the
Florence Melton Mini-School, Boston’s M e ’ a h p r o gr a m ,
and the Union of American Hebrew Congregations’ adult
study k a l l o t. Yet not all of these programs operate within
the context of the congregation. And, in many communi-
ties, congregations have had limited success in transferri n g
k n owledge and enthusiasm built through such progr a m s
into the synagogue context.

The Experiment in Congregational Education (ECE) was
founded by HUC – JIR’s Rhea Hirsch School of Education
in 1992 on the dual beliefs that congregational education
could be dramatically revitalized and that, by be c o m i n g
“ c o n gregations of learners,” synagogues could be trans-
f o rmed from member-service institutions into communi-
ties of meaning. We began this work and continue it with
the assumption that Jewish learning is the primary path-
w ay and best starting point to revitalizing a synagogue
c o m m u n i t y. The sages ack n owledged this in their listing of

obligations that cannot be measured. After a long list —
w h i ch included performing acts of kindness and pray i n g
with sincerity — they concluded by saying “and the study
of To r a h is equal to them all.”

In today’s parlance we express it this way. Jewish learn i n g
is the primary portal to creating vibrant communities of
actively engaged Jews because Jewish learn i n g :

• offers a non-threatening point of entry; 

• leads to a deepening of Jewish commitment and expand-
ing Jewish practice;

• c o n t ributes to the creation of a strong sense of commu-
nity; and

• develops a synagogue’s capacity to be self-renewing.

So, what lessons have we learned as we complete nearly a
decade of this experiment and launch into the next major
phase of our work? First, we discovered that congr e g a t i o n s
are, indeed, both willing and able to transform themselves.
Second, we found that this process bears fruit in the form
of innovative and valuable educational programs that can
be disseminated and adapted to aid the revitalization of
still other congregations. These learn i n gs are driving our
current efforts to employ internet-based communication
tools and distance education tech n o l o gies to disseminate
Jewish educational innovations and create a virtual net-
work of congregations engaged in learning-based transfor-
mation efforts. We will expand on each of these lessons in
t u rn .

Revitalizing Congregational Education: Lessons Learned in the
Trenches
ROBERT M. WEINBERG AND ISA ARON

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R

In this article, Rob Weinberg and Isa Aron report on lessons learned from their work with ECE (Experiment in

Congregational Education) over the past decade. They present an encouraging image of the potential for transformative

change in synagogues and congregational schools, while providing guidelines for clear thinking about dissemination of

best practices. This will make important reading for lay and professional synagogue leaders as they think about replicat-

ing successful models and programs, including the case studies presented in this issue (see pages 39–49).

S Y N A G O G U E  T R A N S F O R M A T I O N
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L ESSON 1: SY NAG OGUE TRA NSFORM AT ION
IS POSSIBL E !

It is now accepted wisdom that synagogues cannot success-
fully transform themselves simply by introducing a rash of
new programs. Change takes a lot of time, energy, and
resources (both human and financial). The good news is
that we have seen congregations go through a systematic,
d e l i berative process and emerge as changed institutions.
The experiences of ECE congregations — and of congr e g a-
tions that have adopted our approach — show that many
c o n gregations have the capacity to form a task force and a
committed leadership team and to engage in a sustained
process toward revitalization or even transformation. 

Supported by text study materials, process guides, regular
consultation, and a community of other synagogue teams,
c o n gregations are able to:

• examine their history and congregational culture; 

• i nventory and assess their current educational offeri n gs ;

• use imagination to envision their congregation as a “con-
gregation of learn e r s ; ”

• e x p e riment with a number of short-term progr a m m a t i c
enhancements (“low - h a n ging fruit”);

• engage the broader congregation in meaningful conv e r-
sation (through “focus group”-type discussions);

• explore a variety of ambitious, new educational pro-
grams; and

• adapt these programs for implementation over the long
t e rm .

These congregations became able to mount and support a
coordinated set of specific, exciting and innovative educa-
tional outcomes. More importantly, they also developed
c o n gregational cultures that are expected to expand and
i m p r ove their educational offeri n gs and outcomes by con-
tinuing to experiment on an ongoing basis. 

I m p l i c a t i o n s

Among professionals and lay leaders, policy discussions
should take into account the dual facts that congr e g a t i o n s
can, indeed, transform themselves and that success
depends on a clear process with information, resources,
and support to sustain it.

L ESSON 2: VA L UA BLE INNOVAT IONS
OCCUR AND CAN BE DISSEMINAT ED BU T
MUST BE ADA P T ED ST RAT EGICA L LY.

M a ny of the congregations we’ve worked with have pro-
duced exciting new educational innovations that can be
adapted to other congregations seeking similar ends; an
efficient transformation process does not require each
c o n gregation to totally reinvent the wheel each time it sets
out to innovate. We believe the goal of successful dissemi-
nation of innovation in Jewish education is not, in fact, to
disseminate innovations, but rather to create innov a t o r s .
Nevertheless, innovators need sources for ideas and tools
with which to work.

An important element of past ECE k a l l o t has been the
time for congregations to share their educational innov a-
tions. One such exchange occurred between members of
C o n gregation Beth Am of Los Altos Hills, CA and of
We s t chester Reform Temple (WRT) of Scarsdale, NY. Th e
Beth Am team talked about their S h a b b a t o n p r o gram, an
a l t e rnative to religious school in which parents and ch i l-
dren study, worship, and celebrate S h a b b a t t o g e t h e r. Th e
idea was so compelling that WRT started its ow n S h a b b a t-
based program, called Sharing S h a b b a t.

What is important about this simple example is that WRT
did not simply copy the S h a b b a t o n model. They created a
p r o gram with similar goals and some similar components,
but also with important differences designed to suit the
p a r t i c u l a rities of their congregation. This example points
to important implications for successful dissemination of
educational innov a t i o n s .

Too often those interested in disseminating “best prac-
tices” in Jewish education have treated “practice” as syn-
o nymous with “progr a m .” Most efforts at disseminating
successful practices have amounted to little more than
publishing successful programs with little attention to
what made them appropriate and successful in their ori gi-
nal settings or what issues require consideration in adapt-
ing them to other settings. 

Our experience with synagogues — as well as the educa-
tional and organizational developmental literature on dis-
semination of innovation — suggests that a more fruitful
a p p r o a ch operates from two premises:
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1 . Best practices should be thought of at the level of
generalizable principles and broad practice areas. An
example would be that the p r a c t i c e of involving par-
ents more in their children’s Jewish education yields
better results. 

2 . The specific design ch a r a c t e ristics of educational pro-
grams (such as a S h a b b a t o n or Sharing S h a b b a t)
intended to carry out such principles or implement
s u ch practices must be tailored strategically to the
cultural, historical, ideological, resource, and geo-
graphical realities of each congregation. 

I m p l i c a t i o n s

This means that efforts to disseminate a “successful” pro-
gram must be contextualized in a way that makes clear
what circumstances led to development of the innov a t i o n ,
what goals it sought to achieve, how the program met the
needs and constraints of the congregation that developed
it, and what conditions are required to replicate (or, more
l i k e l y, adapt) it. Sharing program descriptions and lesson
plans is not enough. To adapt a program successfully, oth-
ers need to know how the innovators t h o u g h t a bout what
they did.

With this perspective in mind we have begun a new phase
of our work with the support of the Nathan Cummings
Foundation and the Koret Foundation. We are inv e s t i g a t-
ing and disseminating innovative Jewish educational mod-
els. We have chosen the medium of distance education
t e ch n o l o gy specifically because it will facilitate the ri ch-
ness of knowledge sharing that this approach requires. 

Our first distance learning module focuses on altern a t i v e
models of the religious school. Users of this and subse-
quent modules will be able to contextualize the profiles of
e a ch model with deeper information about the congr e g a-

tion, the process of innovation, the significant Je w i s h
l e a rning issues associated with the program, and the
unique needs, problems, and opportunities to which the
p r o gram responded. Through video and audio clips users
will be able to make a ri ch virtual visit to see and hear the
p r o grams in action. But they also will see and hear bo t h
i n n ovators and participants explaining their thought
processes and experiences. A process guide that takes the
user’s congregation through the deliberative process of
c o n s i d e ring its own context, needs, and goals and adapting
what fits to its circumstances will accompany each module
on programmatic innov a t i o n .

DEEP LAST ING CH A NGE

Through this kind of process, we have seen members of
c o n gregational task forces — and of the congregation at
large — become aware of their potential to create a “con-
gregation of learners” and of the cultural realities that
affect their congregation’s ability to realize this vision. As
a result, they have reconsidered long-held and deep-seat-
ed attitudes and beliefs and adopted new vocabulary. Th e
result is educational innovation that is neither faddish nor
change for its own sake. Rather, it is innovation that plants
the seeds of meaningful and ongoing revitalization
through learning deeply in a congregation’s cultural soil.

R o bert M. We i n berg, Ph.D., serves as Director of the

E x p e riment in Congregational Education (ECE), a project of

the Rhea Hirsch School of Education of Hebrew Union

C o l l e g e – Jewish Institute of Religion, Los Angeles.

Isa Aron, Ph.D., is Professor of Jewish Education at the Rhea

H i r s ch School and Founding Director of the ECE. She is the

author of Becoming a Congregation of Learn e r s and The Self-

Renewing Congregation (forthcoming), both published by

Jewish Lights Pr e s s .

Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• In talking about disseminating best practices,
We i n berg & Aron make a point of distinguishing
between best practices and excellent programs. Wh a t
is this distinction and why is it important? 

• We i n berg & Aron state that their goal “is not, in fact,
to disseminate innovations, but rather to create inno-
v a t o r s .” What do you think they mean by this, and

h ow does this work in the context of sharing success-
ful progr a m s ?

• Identify a successful program or change that has
been implemented in a congregational school that
you would like to replicate in your setting. How
would your school need to adapt that program in
order to make it successful given “the cultural, his-
t o rical, ideological, resource, and geographical reali-
ties” of your congr e g a t i o n ?



What roles do standards play in the world of education

today? On what levels do they exist?

I don’t think it would be an exaggeration to say that we
live in the age of standards in the field of education.
Standards frame the conversation and debate around
curriculum, student achievement, educator performance,
and issues of equity.

In terms of public education, standards exist at state and
national levels. National level standards do not come from
the federal gov e rnment, but rather from various profes-
sional and curriculum associations. The very first curri c u-
lum content standards came out of NCTM (National
Council of Te a chers of Mathematics) in 1991. All of the
c u r riculum associations have formulated national stan-
dards since then, but they are not binding to any o n e .

The federal gov e rnment has mandated that all states hav e
c u r riculum standards for students in each of the major
c u r ricular areas. In the new No Child Left Behind Act, it
has now also required all states to have assessments that
measure whether students are achieving those standards. 

There are two main organizations that have developed
teacher performance standards. INTASC (Interstate New

Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium) has devel-
oped standards for beginning teachers. These standards
are used for the initial licensure of teachers in the 37
participating states that have integrated them into their
state licensure standards. In many participating states,
portions of the teacher licensure tests are based on
INTASC standards.

The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards
(NBPTS), which is financially supported by the federal
government and numerous foundations, has set stan-
dards for advanced-level teachers. This is part of an
effort to distinguish between initial licensure by states
and advanced certification at the national level. There
are about 20,000 master teachers in the country who
have earned certification from the National Board. How
and whether this certification is recognized is a decision
made by each individual state. Some states give certified
teachers a one-time bonus, and some have an annual
increment added to teachers’ salaries.

Teacher education programs are now accredited by the
National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher
Education (NCATE) on the basis of INTASC and NBPTS
standards. Whereas in the old days teacher education
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An Interview with Dr. Ada Beth Cutler
CONDUCTED BY SHANI BECHHOFER

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R

This interview brings a sage voice from the larger world of education into the conversation about standards and results in

part-time Jewish education. Ada Beth Cutler outlines the current thinking in and about the standards mov e m e n t ,d i s c u s s i n g

the adva n t a g e s ,d i s a d va n t a g e s , and limitations of using standards as a lever for educational re f o rm. This piece can be use-

ful for groups deliberating on establishing or changing standards for curriculum or teacher tra i n i n g, either communally or

n a t i o n a l l y. Cutler’s insights can assist in making sure that the conversation is inform e d ,n u a n c e d , and contex t u a l i z e d .

Avi West responds to Cutler’s article by putting forth a model of “voluntary covenant” in which standards could operate

to improve Jewish education without the element of accountability. In West’s formulation, equity would be an expression

of tzedek; legislated goals (din) would need to be balanced with specific circumstances and local realities (rachamim). 

This piece is a good tool for lay and professional leadership of central agencies. We s t ’s analysis of the role of central agen-

cies could be equally applicable to other bodies or entities with natural school constituencies, regional as well as national.

S TA N D A R D S  A N D  R E S U LT S



programs were accredited on the basis of their facilities,
faculty, course content, and other inputs, today NCATE
judges these programs on the basis of their ability to
demonstrate that their graduates can meet INTASC
and/or NBPTS standards. 

How are schools held accountable to those standards?

The tests that states use are the primary method by
which schools are held accountable for meeting curricu-
lum standards. So you’ll see every year the school aver-
age scores published in the newspapers. That creates a
great deal of furor in all kinds of school systems, includ-
ing the middle class and upper middle class districts.
Small differences and changes in scores often have noth-
ing to do with the quality of education in that school. For
example, since it’s usually only fourth graders who are
tested in an elementary school, they may be reporting
scores from only 50-60 students in one school. This
means a few students can skew the average and cause a
furor about the quality of the school. Now, in public edu-
cation, there are serious consequences attached to these
test scores. The No Child Left Behind Act mandates that
by 2011 all students in public schools have to be per-
forming at a proficient level in reading and math.
Schools have to show improvement over time, and if they
don’t, there are sanctions. The federal government is
ratcheting up the stakes and putting serious pressure on
schools and school districts to raise test scores.

What purposes do standards serve?

Before the advent of standards, schools focused on what
students should be taught and what teachers should do,
and there was a great deal of variance from school to
school and from district to district in terms of what stu-
dents actually learned and how high expectations were
for student achievement. It was a focus on inputs rather
than outcomes. That is like judging a restaurant solely
on the basis of the list of ingredients used in its cooking!
We can’t predict quality or outcomes based on a list of
inputs. But for years we’ve done that in education. Now
standards have shifted the emphasis from what is taught
to what is learned. In addition, standards tell us what all
students should know and be able to do as a result of
spending time in a particular grade or subject. This has
serious implications for equity. No longer is it acceptable

for students in high poverty schools to learn less than
students in wealthy schools. 

Standards give people something very concrete to reach
for and to measure their work against. For instance, say
students are learning Jewish history. A teacher might
think about which chapters should be covered. But if
curriculum standards say what a student should know
and be able to do at the end of the course, the teacher
has to design lessons and assessments based on those
standards. This helps teachers frame lessons in student-
centered ways. The standards tell not what the teacher
must do but what the students should be able to do as a
result of learning.

The goal is thus to upgrade education and to level the
playing field for students across groups such as socio-
economic status. Standards have moved the conversation
from teaching to learning and are equity-driven. 

What are some of the critiques of the standards movement

in education, some of the points of controversy about stan-

dards and the ways they are used? What would you caution

those interested in implementing standards to think about?

Some people, especially progressive educators, are wary,
at best, about standards. Criticisms leveled against stan-
dards-based reform begin from the assertion that stan-
dards often lead to inappropriate standardization. If you
look at Dewey’s work, learning is supposed to grow out
of the lives of the students. If it’s already been pre-
scribed what they are going to be learning through a
standards-based curriculum, there could be little room
for teacher decision-making, for learning in context, or
for allowing student interest to guide the curriculum. 

What people in the standards movement say in response
to this criticism is that standards don’t mandate a partic-
ular curriculum. The local school district is supposed to
take standards and translate them into curriculum. How
to get the students to meet the standards is up to the
individual school or district. 

Sometimes, however, standards are poorly constructed,
written in a way that micro-manages what students are
taught, moving towards standardization of the curricu-
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lum. There has been a huge controversy in the social
studies standards: Should standards specify that students
know certain dates? Or is that much too prescriptive? In
Scarsdale, there are parents who have pulled their kids
out from the testing as a protest against the state tests. A
number of the schools had prided themselves on doing
year-long themes in middle schools — for example, the
Renaissance — and everything they did across the cur-
riculum was wrapped around and through those themes.
It was popular and successful. Now, the teachers say they
can’t do that any more; they have to stick to a more stan-
dardized curriculum in order to prepare for the state
tests. Some parents are quite distressed. This is how
standards can work against creativity and individual
teacher judgment. 

There are also issues with the testing that goes along
with standards. Because these tests are often paper-and-
pencil, one-shot assessments, they may not tell us what
students actually know and how they perform over time.
Yet students and teachers are judged on the basis of this
kind of test. That is problematic in my mind and in the
minds of many people who are against the standards
movement. Often, ironically, curriculum standards are
written in terms of what students should be able to do,
how they can use and apply knowledge. But the paper-
and-pencil tests are not aligned with those goals; they
may ask students to regurgitate knowledge. Multiple-
choice isn’t a good format to measure students’ capacity
to use and apply knowledge. 

In some states they do include portfolio assessments that
provide a richer, fuller picture of student work and
understanding. Some states are using multiple forms of
assessment, but in most states it’s a snapshot of learning
rather than a full picture of student achievement. 

Also, many people question the rhetoric that standards
are equity-driven. In fact, unless more resources are
given to poor and under-performing schools, standards
can work against poor students by becoming an even
higher bar that underachieving students cannot sur-
mount. Standards can serve as a gatekeeper for these
students unless they are given ample opportunity to
learn and sufficient resources to support good teaching.

Lastly, there is a lot of controversy about the political
nature of some standards. California, for instance, is one

of the states in the forefront of the standards movement
and one of the states where politics play a prominent
role. Take the example of mathematics. For many years,
the California standards were based on the NCTM stan-
dards, which downplay rote computation and emphasize
problem-solving and the use of calculators. That was
quite in vogue when the Democratic administration was
connected with more progressive educators. There’s been
a turn to a more conservative political base in California,
and the math standards have changed to emphasize
computational skills and de-emphasize problem-solving.
So politics play a role in standards, and that’s a problem.

Are there “better” sets or types of standards?

In general, the best standards are more inclusive and
give more latitude to teachers and schools. It is impor-
tant to take into account the context in which learning
takes place. Standards should enable individual class-
room and community needs and values to be addressed.

The national curriculum standards, which have been
created by the professional and curriculum associations,
should be the basis for state standards. They tend to be
of higher quality, formulated by panels of educators,
teachers, and higher education experts. Very often, states
have used those standards as the basis for developing
their own standards. ACHIEVE is an organization that
reviews and evaluates state standards as well as state
tests. As an organization, it has been most critical of the
lack of higher order thinking assessed by state tests.

With regard to professional standards, it’s important to
note that, although this is not often the case in schools,
beginning teachers and administrators should be expect-
ed to have different levels of expertise from more experi-
enced educators. After all, they are beginners. There’s
another purpose for more advanced professional stan-
dards. Learning to teach takes place across a career, not
just in preparation for a career. Figuring out what teach-
ers need in terms of professional development ought to
be tied to more advanced standards. We violate all that
we believe and know about student learning when it
comes to adults in schools. We provide one size fits all
programs; we look at inputs (e.g. three in-service days
this year), rather than looking at what we want teachers
and administrators to know and be able to do as a result
of the professional development, which should be very
much tied to student learning.
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What needs to be in place systemically in order for stan-

dards to play a powerful role in education?

That is another very important piece. Standards alone
are necessary but insufficient to drive higher achieve-
ment. There has to be a system of accountability and
assessments that measure in a fair and equitable way
whether students are able to achieve the standards.
There ought to be accountability to the standards. But
we should look at multiple sources of evidence of
whether students have achieved what the standards set
out, not a one-shot test. Some of the best assessments
look at samples of student work and assess the quality of
it. Portfolios, performance assessments, assignments for
which students actually have to do something are valid
ways to judge student performance. They are also more
complicated, but I think it’s worth that complication
because they give us a richer picture of what students
actually know and are able to do.

Right now the conversation nationally is framed around
assessment for accountability. That’s unnecessarily narrow.
There should be a balance between using assessment for
l e a rning and for accountability. In order to be useful to
t e a chers, the data from assessments should be readily
available to them and should be used to improve learn i n g .

Standards are meant to be high, not minimal. They are
meant to drive high achievement, while they’re also
meant to be where all students should reach. One of the
problems with the way we do school is that we have held
time constant and allowed learning to vary. We say, for
instance, that you should be able to learn basic algebra
in one year. Some students are able to, some are not able
to, but if we have standards based education, we have to
flip that around and allow time to vary and hold learning
constant. Some schools are doing this. For kids who need
more time to learn something, they give them more time,
using after-school sessions, Saturday sessions, summer
sessions, any additional learning time, in order to hold
learning constant. It is an absurdity to assume that
everybody needs the same amount of time to learn the
same thing. 

For all students to achieve high standards, we need
“opportunity to learn” standards. That means identifying
the resources that need to be in place, whether financial,
structural, or human. Otherwise, setting standards is a
form of magical thinking. So, if we want teachers to

learn to teach according to standards, we will need time
and money for teachers to learn new ways of teaching, to
collaborate on developing curriculum, and to improve
their own content knowledge. (When it’s no longer just a
matter of students regurgitating rote knowledge, but
rather a focus on more active problem solving, teachers
need to have deeper content knowledge.) 

In terms of professional standards, if they expect teach-
ers to achieve advanced levels of accomplishment,
schools have to be structured to achieve that. Time must
be available for work-embedded professional develop-
ment, which takes place not after school, but as part of
their regular work.

I think the other piece is that there has to be community
buy-in to the standards, and community can be a syna-
gogue community. Parents and leaders and teachers and
administrators all have to believe that those standards
are good and appropriate for their students and teachers.
Otherwise they won’t take hold.

Do you have thoughts about the role that standards might

play in Jewish part-time education?

Well, I think there’s potentially a very helpful role stan-
dards might play in supplementary schools. Certainly we
know there’s a problem of attracting and developing
qualified teachers. We don’t have standards that say what
teachers ought to know and be able to do. If we had
those standards, then we could line up the resources and
the policies and procedures that will get us there. It’s a
form of planning backwards, which means, using a cur-
ricular example, you start from what students should
know and be able to do, and then you develop the
assessments that will evaluate whether students have
learned those things. Only then do you go back and fig-
ure out what the learning experiences should be. You
can take that example and apply it to teachers. If you
have decided what beginning and advanced Judaic
teachers should know and be able to do, and you under-
stand how you’re going to assess that, then you can put
into place on a community or national level whatever
will help teachers get there.

This applies to Judaic curriculum as well. Very often in
supplementary schools, teachers are left to their ow n
devices to decide what students should be learning. Wh a t
is it that they should know as a result of learn i n g

A GE N D A:  J EWI SH  E D U C AT I O N / J E S N A  2 1



J ewish religious institutions are no strangers to the
debate over standards, so current in educational
literature. The vocabulary of halacha, the Jewish

way in life, is filled with terms of measurement and eval-
uation to determine whether or not an individual has
fulfilled a particular ritual or sacred obligation. There are
even legal and moral debates as to whether one must
merely meet the obligatory minimum standard (latzeit
yedai chovato) or exceed the letter of the law (lifnim
meshurat hadin). 

Judaism has always maintained that there are standards
w h i ch demarcate proper from improper, but the tendency
of Jewish tradition has historically been to keep those
bo u n d a ries flexible. An example of the tension be t w e e n
obligatory standards and the need for flexibility is that of
Te fi l l a h. Jewish tradition has recognized that the prayers of
every generation must be kept formalized yet fresh through
the creative balance of k e v a (the fixed) and k a v a n n a h ( t h e
self-directed). Therefore, I would react to Dr. Ada Be t h
Cutler’s comments using Jewish value-concepts: The use of

B e r e i s h i t? If there are standards, it will help professional-
ize supplementary schools and really ratchet up the quali-
ty of curriculum in the schools. It has that potential; it’s
not automatic, because all of the other pieces have to be
in place, such as resources, time, appropriate assessments
that help you know whether or not students are ach i e v i n g
those standards, as well as professional development.

So, if anyone had the illusion that writing standards is an
easy way to ensure quality, it really is an illusion. It’s a
piece of an entire system that is quite resource intensive,
but the idea is that the results can be worth it.

Dr. Ada Beth Cutler is Dean of the School of Education at

Montclair State University.
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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• Cutler talks about both standards for student learn i n g
and standards for teacher performance and licensure.
Underlying each of these areas is a results-ori e n t e d
a p p r o a ch that focuses on outcomes rather than
inputs. 

— The first step, then, would naturally have to be the
creation of c o n s e n s u s in your group around desired
outcomes for part-time Jewish education. To what
extent is there agreement in your group about the
results that you hope to achieve? What are the
obstacles to achieving such consensus? 

— She also makes the point that a s s e s s m e n t s are the
key to the impact of any standards. What would be
needed to design and administer the sophisticated
kinds of assessments Cutler advocates?

• Cutler ack n owledges concerns about learning in con-
text, about creativity and individual teacher judg-
ment; yet she asserts, “There ought to be a c c o u n t a b i l-
i t y to the standards.” 

— What leads her to say this? 

— What does your group think about whether there
“ought to be accountability” in Jewish part-time
education? 

— Student achievement standards function in the
arena of public education because there is
accountability in terms of public image and even
g ov e rnment sanctions. Who would be accountable
to whom for student learning in your context?

• Cutler cautions against “magical thinking,” remind-
ing us that we must have “opportunity to learn” stan-
dards. What are the financial, structural, and human
r e s o u r c e s you will need if you want standards to take
hold in your context?

• One significant area Cutler discusses is standards for
educators. To what extent would this be necessary or
helpful in your context? How would you think abo u t
balancing expectations about quality with realities of
supply of available teach e r s ?

Central Agencies and the Voluntary Covenant: Making a
Compelling Case for Standards
AVI WEST
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flexible standards could bring an increased measure of
t z e d e k ( righteous measure) and a balance of d i n ( l e gi s l a t e d
goals) and r a ch a m i m (taking special needs into account)
into our system of sacred education.

The national religious denominations and school associa-
tions have had very mixed results enforcing rigorous stan-
dards, and many central agencies have stalled in their
attempts to craft local school or student assessments and
standards for basic literacy. The quandary that modern
Jewish communal institutions face with the issue of stan-
dards is a symptom of a more general issue: the nature of
institutional authority in an era of what Rabbi Yi t z
G r e e n berg has called “voluntary cov e n a n t .” In Rabbi
G r e e n berg’s formulation, the modern individual will
choose to adhere to a standard when it is seen as c o m-
p e l l i n g, but the time of c o m p u l s o r y adherence is gone.
This voluntary covenant d e s c ri bes the potential relation-
ship that central agencies for Jewish education could
establish with their constituent schools around a “stan-
dards agenda.” The central agency has a number of oppor-
tunities to raise the standards banner in compelling ways. 

CENTRAL AGENCIES AS CHANGE AGENTS

Central agency professionals are often the main conduit
of information and research from general education to
Jewish educators. For the standards debate in public
education to begin to impact the Jewish school system,
especially in the congregational schools, central agencies
must create dissonance by moving standards to the top of
the agenda. Teachers and principals must be exposed to
the ever-expanding forms of learning assessment and to
the more inclusive style of learning standards that give
latitude to teachers and reflect the values and needs of
the individual classroom and congregation. 

The education of lay leadership in their supporting role in
assessment and school-parent communication is critical. As
D r. Cutler points out, setting standards without identifying
the financial, structural, or human resources that needs to
be in place “is a form of magical thinking.” These same
resources will need to be present at the communal level if
the central agency is to embark on more effective consulta-
tion and training toward individual standards. 

Central agency staff should have a working knowledge of
each denomination’s standards so they may take congre-

gations or denominationally affiliated day schools to the
next step of self-assessment. There are good models in
the private and independent school sector, in which
accreditation teams guide a school through self-assess-
ment, and then conduct site observations to confirm the
adherence to a set of goals reflecting research-based,
broadly accepted standards. 

Informed professional and lay leadership, adequate
resources, and a self-reflective model will help our
schools overcome the “fear of accountability” factor and
enter the world of standards.

Another compelling focus for a central agency’s stan-
dards agenda is the area of professional development.
The National Staff Development Council (NSDC) has
developed a set of detailed standards grounded in
research that documents the connection between staff
development and student learning. The Association of
Directors of Central Agencies for Jewish education
(ADCA) has explored the compatibility of these stan-
dards with the Jewish school systems, and we believe
there is much to be gained by modeling these standards
to our schools and helping to provide the context and
support for individual schools to build learning commu-
nities for their faculty.

Trumpeting the message, “If you don’t know where you
are going, how will you know when you arrive?” NSDC
emphasizes the important role of mission and vision
statements to help schools identify the course they
should be steering. This is parallel to the language of
change and transformation in business and non-profit
communal organizations. Central agencies are well posi-
tioned to use consultation and training to advocate for
vision and mission discussions in schools.

STANDARDS FOR CENTRAL AGENCY
CONSULTING

My experience is that the consultative process in education-
al agencies is one of the most misunderstood and underval-
ued by lay leadership and funding agencies. The consultant
often works behind the scenes, helping school personnel do
their jobs more effectively. Credit is rarely attributed to the
consultation process. And there are, of course, consultations
w h i ch may not yield the desired effect, due to a variety of
circumstances beyond any one individual’s control. 



Consultation standards could help manage expectations,
control some of the variables which limit effectiveness,
and manage the expenditure of resources. A protocol of
consultation standards based on the social worker-client
model would define the steps of client service and
include measures of confidentiality, objectivity, assess-
ment, and prescriptive suggestions. A brit avodah
between the agency and a school or an individual delin-
eates what structures need be in place from the client’s
side and what services in which time frame would be
provided from the agency’s side. 

While the educational world has entered the age of stan-
dards, central agencies for Jewish education continue to
struggle with issues related to defining core mission,
addressing changing client needs and expectations,
establishing a balance between direct service and consul-
tation, and projecting a sense of professionalism and
credibility to the funding and client community. Many
central agencies have developed split personalities – act-
ing as “system maintainers” to maximize the current,

very loose system composed of voluntary associations of
educational institutions, and as “change agents” charged
by federations or community leadership groups with
improving and transforming local education. National
standards may not be feasible for the near term, but
local processes around standards could have ripple
effects of community-wide educational improvement.
Central agencies will do well to focus on establishing
internal standards for consulting and on strengthening
their voluntary covenant with schools by making a com-
pelling case for standards. In these ways, central agencies
can move the stalled assessment and accountability
agenda forward. 

Avi West received a B.A. in Comparative Literature from

Columbia University and a Bachelor of Hebrew Letters and

M.A. in Education from the Jewish Theological Seminary.

Mr. West presently holds the position of Executive Director

of the Board of Jewish Education of Greater Washington,

having previously worked there as an educational consultant

and Associate Director. He is a board member of ADCA.
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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• West assumes that central agencies, along with other
bodies such as national school associations, will need
to abandon accountability in favor of “making a com-
pelling case” for standards among the schools and
c o n gregations which they serve. Is this a valid
a s s u m p t i o n ?

• Educating teachers, principals, and lay leadership is
one way West proposes to raise the standards of part-
time Jewish education. How is this best done? Will it
effect ch a n g e ?

• He also proposes guided/coached self-assessment
(similar to the model developed by Emil Jacoby – see
his article on page 25 ). This differs from the model
offered by Ada Beth Cutler, who advocates extern a l l y -
set standards focused on outcomes rather than
inputs. What are the costs and benefits of the self-
study versus the outcomes standards?

• West reflects on the need for standards for central
agency consulting. To what extent would taking this
step toward modeling accountability serve central
agencies well in their attempts to “move the stalled
assessment and accountability goal forward: in part-
time Jewish education?

• West mentions the “fear of accountability” factor that
will need to be overcome by schools in order to
“enter the world of standards.” To what extent is this
hesitation operative in your context? To what extent
is it the primary obstacle to quality improvement in
part-time Jewish education?

• West presents a model in which the religious denomi-
nations create standards for their affiliated education-
al institutions, whereas central agencies coach sch o o l s
in reaching those goals. Does that seem to be the
most logical role for central agencies and for religi o u s
m ovements with regard to part-time Jewish education
s t a n d a r d s ?
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O ver the last two decades, Los Angeles congr e g a-
tional schools have felt the impact of several
trends affecting North American Jewish educa-

tion as a whole. First, the proliferation of Jewish day
s chools has not only drawn enrollment from supplemen-
tary schools, but has also attracted many experi e n c e d
t e a chers to more stable day school positions. Second, large
n u m bers of families feel that children have less time to
spend in their congregational schools due to ch a n gi n g
family structures, lengthened public school schedules, and
the increase in extracurricular activity options. Th e s e
trends have led congregational schools to decrease weekly
class time, revise instructional objectives, and provide spe-
cial training for the less qualified teachers replacing expe-
rienced instructors.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the Los Angeles
Bureau of Jewish Education (BJE) responded to these

challenges with a variety of services designed to assist con-
gregational schools and enhance the supplementary edu-
cation system. The BJE provided direct consultation ser-
vices, assisted with teacher placement and in-service train-
ing, offered family education programs, administered
e n ri chment activities for youth, and created a Pri n c i p a l s
Council to facilitate networking among the schools. Th e s e
initiatives laid the groundwork for what has become a
most effective change management process. 

In 1993 the BJE Board held a special daylong retreat to
chart its course, identify goals, and establish pri o rities for
a chieving them. During the discussions, it became appar-
ent that individual schools needed help with their planning
and evaluation practices. The Board appointed a Ta s k
Force on Quality Jewish Education to recommend pro-
grams that would assist the schools in this area. The Ta s k
Force proposed the school accreditation process as an

The Impact of the Accreditation Process on Congregational
Education in Los Angeles
EMIL JACOBY

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R

Central agencies play a key role in part-time Jewish education. They are uniquely well positioned to both challenge and

support schools to improve the education they provide, yet they operate under significant constraints as well. The fol-

lowing two articles describe different models of change driven and supported by central agencies for Jewish education.

In each locale, the agency built on the strengths of its personnel to find a gateway to systemic, broad improvement for

its community’s congregational schools.

Emil Jacoby describes the gr o u n d - b reaking accreditation process developed by the BJE of Los Angeles for its congre g a-

tional schools. Modeled on regional independent and public school processes, the BJE’s accreditation has been completed

by over 70% of Los Angeles’ congregational schools and has significantly spurred a variety of school improvement projects.

N a chama Moskow i t z , of Cleveland’s JECC, m a kes a compelling case for curriculum change as an instrument of org a n i z a-

tional re n e wal. Project Curriculum Renewal utilizes the insights of Understanding by Design to coach and support sch o o l s

through curriculum design and implementation, with a focus on the process of change and professional development. 

These models of central agency intervention in part-time Jewish education will be thought-provoking for lay leaders and

professionals involved in central agencies and interested in improving the quality of education provided by their agency-

affiliated schools.

T H E  P O W E R  O F  C E N T R A L  A G E N C Y  I N T E R V E N T I O N S



effective approach for instituting and managing ch a n g e
through regular assessment, planning, and implementation.

Because several BJE affiliated day schools and yeshivot
had already received accreditation for the general studies
segments of their curricula from the We s t e rn Association
of Schools and Colleges (WA SC), or the Californ i a
Association of Independent Schools (CAIS), the Bureau
adopted their models for joint BJE / C A IS and BJE / WA SC
accreditation for the day schools. At the same time, the
process was modified to create a unique protocol for con-
gregational school accreditation. The BJE also initiated a
joint accreditation program with NAEYC (The National
Association for the Education of Young Children) for the
early childhood centers.

The accreditation process utilized by WA SC and CAIS in
C a l i f o rnia’s independent and public schools consists of
three basic steps:

• Developing a clear vision of the school’s mission fol-
l owed by a systematic examination comparing existing
facts with stated purposes;

• Planning activities that are based on the new pri o ri t i e s ,
developing standards that reflect the school community’s
goals and objectives, and implementing programs to
a chieve them; and

• Pr oviding mechanisms for follow-up and maintenance of
the standards, and ensuring a self-perpetuating continua-
tion of the process.

Acting on the recommendations of the Task Force on
Quality Jewish Education, the BJE Bo a r d :

• created a guided self-assessment program that would
enable participating schools to qualify for Bureau accred-
i t a t i o n ;

• developed a set of standards against which the sch o o l s
would assess their programs; and

• made grants available to support programs that were
identified and approved through the self-study process.

The procedures that were used in the secular school accred-

itation system were applied to the Jewish schools, and a
select committee of senior educators was entrusted with the
responsibility for drafting the standards. The committee
based its recommendations on the guidelines of the respec-
tive national ideological movements, as well as the local
educational realities. BJE requirements of affiliation and
personnel practices were incorporated into the procedures.1

Unlike some other accreditation processes, which are
often limited to administrative functions, accreditation by
the Los Angeles BJE involves fuller institutional participa-
tion and has fiscal implications. Schools that fulfill the
B JE requirements are entitled to subsidies, consultant ser-
vices and other assistance. As an additional bonus, the
accredited schools qualify for BJE/federation grants to
fund accreditation-related projects. This specially designed
accreditation process and the resultant close BJE / s ch o o l
relationship enabled the BJE — as a community agency —
to significantly improve the quality of education prov i d e d
by the sch o o l s .2

The impact of the accreditation process was most evident
in the areas of educational programming, relationships
between the synagogue and school, and integration with
the community at large. The schools assessed their pro-
grams relative to standards in the following areas:

• Articulation of curricular and extra-curricular goals

• Promotion of summer camping, the Israel experi e n c e
and enri chment activities

• Availability of library services and other resources

• Pr ovision of special education and Jewish family life pro-
gr a m s

• Pr ovision of professional in-service opportunities for
e d u c a t o r s

• I nvolvement of teachers in the decision-making process

• Cooperation between the school and synagogue gov e r-
nance and administration

• Well-functioning school boards and efficient sch o o l
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s

• Educational continuity in the congregational community
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1 A description of the various phases of the process, including the entire list of standards, was published as The Accreditation Manual for
Jewish Schools (Emil Jacoby, Los Angeles: Bureau of Jewish Education, 1998).

2 The list of school improvement grants was published as School Accreditation Grants for Program Enhancement (Emil Jacoby, Los Angeles:

Bureau of Jewish Education, 2000).
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• Coordination of activities with the day school and sup-
porting youth progr a m s

• Participation in the Principals Council of the Religi o u s
S ch o o l s

• Serving on accreditation visiting teams and commissions

• C o l l a boration with the ideological mov e m e n t s .

To date, 36 of Los Angeles’ 51 congregational sch o o l s
h ave completed the accreditation process. According to
educators and community leaders, the overall impact of
the process on the enhanced image of the supplementary
s chool, the excitement generated within the school com-
m u n i t y, and the degree of empow e rment achieved by the
professionals and lay leadership of the accredited sch o o l s
m ay be equal to or greater than the benefits of ach i e v i n g
a ny specific standard. 

According to several of the educators whose schools com-
pleted the process, accreditation requirements served as
both the catalyst and the guide for significant sch o o l
i m p r ovement efforts in their schools and in the broader
Jewish education community. The process heightened the
educators’ awareness that their student populations were
c o m p rised of children and families from a variety of reli-
gious and cultural heritages and levels of education. Th i s
led them to re-think what they teach and how they teach
it. The initial process of (re-)articulating their goals pro-
vided a framework for designing streamlined curricula to
a chieve realistic goals for their student populations in the
reduced class time that was available. As a corollary, the
process led the educators to produce more focused materi-
als tailored to these goals and time constraints. The educa-
tors also identified areas for ongoing professional develop-
ment to enable the teachers to achieve these goals. In
addition, the reduction of class meeting time allowed (and
motivated) educators to create innovative programs such
as S h a b b a t o n i m and family education programs. Th e
accreditation process itself created a culture that encour-
aged the schools to take advantage of consultation from
the BJE staff, the Visiting Teams and other experts to
design appropriate educational programs for their students
and parents, including students with special needs and
other populations within their settings. 

Educators said that the accreditation process enabled
them to:

• focus their goals more clearly;

“[It was] a wonderful process that called us to

focus on our educational goals - to develop a more

formal vision and direction.”

• assess their performance relative to their goals; 

“It afforded us an opportunity to evaluate, revise,

and expand our educational policies. It helped us to

look at whether we, in fact,were accomplishing our

goals.”

“I have found the accreditation process to be quite

revealing in a positive manner. It allowed the

administration of the school to not only see areas

which could be improved in its structure but, equal-

ly as important,to feel a sense of validation on the

job they and their teaching staff have been doing.”

“It was gratifying to review our first self-study and

Visiting Team report and note how much we had

successfully dealt with the areas we identified as

requiring attention,as well as the recommendations

made by the Team. It became very apparent how

much we had accomplished in the intervening

years, and I/we felt a great sense of accomplish-

ment.”

• and engage stakeholders more actively.

“When lay leaders are involved at this level of study

and decision-making, a sense of ownership evolves

which inspires interest and involvement in the

school’s programs.”

“An awareness of the oneness of all participants

becomes apparent; the visiting educators,the home

school’s educator, the BJE,and the members of the

steering committee, which represents the syna-

gogue, its parents,its students. All are working

toward creating excellence in the Jewish educa-

tional setting.”

There is a general consensus in the community that the
accreditation process has significantly contributed to the
i m p r ovement of congregational education in Los Angeles. 

• It has served as an instrument for positive change and as
an ideal tool for assessment and planning by incorporat-
ing the Bureau requirements.

• The process has solidified the partnership between the
Bureau and the individual sch o o l s .



• It has created a culture of accountability in Jewish edu-
cation. Schools are required to report to the BJE on the
implementation of their plans through written progr e s s
reports. Principals are also able to share their sch o o l s ’
accomplishments with their colleagues through the
Principals Council. 

• It has helped move congregational schools out of a
“ s t e p child” role. Creating an accreditation system for
supplemental schooling that is similar to the one
e m p l oyed for day schools has raised the status of supple-
mental sch o o l i n g .

• It has transformed the culture by bri n ging lay leader-
ship into meaningful involvement with the sch o o l s .

S chool improvement must be an ongoing process. Th e

s chool accreditation process has built-in features to address
this need. Schools are accredited for a period of six years,
after which the schools must reapply and demonstrate that
they have made the improvements mandated in the previ-
ous cycle. By the end of this year, six of the 36 accredited
s chools will have participated in such a re-accreditation
process. The procedures and standards established with the
guidance of the community agency are also under peri o d i c
r e v i e w. Thus, Los Angeles’ accreditation process is a model
that combines stability with opportunities for innov a t i o n .

Emil Jacoby is Senior Consultant of School Accreditation at

the Bureau of Jewish Education of Greater Los Angeles,

where he previously served as Executive Director.

F or the last 15 years, Project Curriculum Renewal
( PCR) has played a key role in shaping the teach-
ing and learning processes in Cleveland’s Je w i s h

s chools. Developed by the Bureau of Jewish Education1 i n
1 987, PCR became one of the ori ginal initiatives funded
by the Commission on Jewish Continuity in 1988 .2 It has
been nationally recognized for the partnership it forges
between Cleveland’s Jewish Community Federation and
local synagogues and was one of the innovative progr a m s
featured in JESN A’s Visions of Jewish Education. This arti-
cle will first offer a brief description of Project Curri c u l u m
Renewal and its role in the Curriculum Department of the
Jewish Education Center of Cleveland (JECC). It will then
outline the operating principles that guide PCR’s strategy
and reflect upon the challenges inherent in the JECC ’ s
efforts to engender educational change. 

THE STRUCTURE OF PCR

Project Curriculum Renewal, the focal point of the JECC ’ s
C u r riculum Department, offers four avenues of engage-
ment with local schools and Jewish educators: a three-year

process of curriculum renewal, a three-semester curri c u-
lum practicum for educational leaders (in conjunction
with the JECC and the Laura and Alvin Siegal College of
Judaic Studies),3 an annual short-term curriculum wri t i n g
grant, and miscellaneous consultations. 

The three-year curriculum process is PCR’s centerpiece.
The application process involves a school’s director and
education committee tentatively identifying the curri c u l a r
change they are seeking, typically targeting a department
or set of grade levels needing attention. Once accepted,
the school’s leadership team engages with the assigned
PCR professional to be gin an intensive study process
aimed at refining the focus of its curricular request.
Stakeholders (including professional and lay leadership,
c l e r gy, faculty, and sometimes students) meet a total of
eight to 10 hours to further develop the educational
framework from which the curriculum shift will gr ow.
After the faculty has refined the framework, curriculum is
w ritten during the early part of the summer so that it is
ready for implementation at the be ginning of year two. 
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Curriculum Change: An Instrument of Organizational Renewal
NACHAMA SKOLNIK MOSKOWITZ

1 Cleveland’s Bureau of Jewish Education joined with its Commission on Jewish Continuity in 1993 to become the Jewish Education Center

of Cleveland (JECC).
2 For the last dozen years, PCR has been funded by the Fund for the Jewish Future, administered by the JECC.
3 Formerly the Cleveland College of Jewish Studies.
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Once the new curriculum is designed, the PCR profes-
sionals and the school’s education director develop a
structure to support its implementation. This includes staff
development and coaching options for teach e r s ,4 r e s o u r c e
development, and education director support. The curri c u-
lum is evaluated during the implementation year and
revised in the early part of that summer. In the third year,
support continues as the locus of project control shifts to
the education director. 

THE OPERATING PRINCIPLES

Project Curriculum Renewal constitutes an integr a t e d
a p p r o a ch to school improvement through goal setting,
c u r riculum development, professional development, and
evaluation. Its work is built on a number of principles that
h ave contributed to its success.

PCR is a priority of its central agency and receives its full

support.

Directed by a senior member of the agency’s staff, with
one full-time and one part-time associate, PCR is the cen-
terpiece of the Curriculum Department’s work in the com-
m u n i t y. The Curriculum Department sets its agenda
around the time commitments needed to advance and
support the efforts of its PCR schools. The Curri c u l u m
Department is able to coordinate efforts of other parts of
the agency on behalf of PCR projects, involving at vari o u s
times the Retreat Institute, Te a cher Center, Ratner Media
and Te ch n o l o gy Center, Israel Pr o grams Department,
Adolescent Initiative, Special Education Department, and
Professional Development Department.5

PCR respects the uniqueness and autonomy of its participat-

ing schools.

The PCR professionals understand that while they hav e
m u ch depth in curricular understanding to offer sch o o l s ,
the school educators bring their own expertise in institu-
tional culture to the process. To build the partnership and

set direction for the three-year process, the school and
PCR educators deeply study current educational research
and/or Judaic texts. To g e t h e r, they decide the “why, how
and what” of the curricular shift. The JECC’s Curri c u l u m
Department takes on a chameleon-like role, matching its
a p p r o a ch to the particular school with which it is working.
The department professionals push themselves and the
educators with whom they work to move to the cutting
edge of educational research and practice. Yet, at the end
of the day, PCR respects a school’s autonomy; final deci-
sions rest with the school’s educational leadership.

PCR work is consistently aligned with a coherent educational

philosophy.

Over time, the Curriculum Department has developed a
coherent educational philosophy that undergirds its work
in the community. It is rooted in constructivist pri n c i p l e s6

in which the conception of the teacher’s role shifts from
that of traditional provider of information to the “guide on
the side,” and the image of the students shifts from
sponge-like recipients to empowered learn e r s .
Understanding by Design7 is used as the department’s
model for curriculum development. All those who work
with the Curriculum Department learn to use “enduri n g
u n d e r s t a n d i n gs ”8 as the foundation of their educational
work. Each curricular decision is closely aligned with the
educational framework agreed to by a school in the early
stages of work. 

PCR helps develop the human and material resources neces-

sary for the implementation of new curricula.

The scope of curriculum development and impact is
broadly defined by the JECC Curriculum Department.
While most of its projects result in documented curricu-
la, the department looks beyond a written curriculum
guide to focus on shifts in school culture that support a
coherent educational philosophy. These shifts involve
rethinking the roles of both teachers and school admin-
istration.

4 Teachers receive stipends to complete a ten-hour course and/or for participating in three to four “coaching cycles.”
5 Note that the JECC has a “supra-department” called the Curriculum Resources Department, comprised of the Teacher Center, Ratner

Media and Technology Center, and Curriculum Department.
6 For more information, see Brooks (1999) and the tutorial section of the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development’s website

(http://www.ascd.org/tutorials); scroll down the page and click on “Constructivism.”
7 Understanding by Design, by Grant Wiggens and Jay McTighe (Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development;

book, 1998, handbook, 1999).
8 These are statements that represent an engaging big idea at the heart of a discipline (e.g., history, theology), having enduring value beyond

the classroom. An example of an enduring understanding: “Jewish families stand witness to Jewish history, transmitting memories through

ritual and stories.”



The Curriculum Department works hand-in-hand with
educational leaders to support teachers in their work with
students. Te a chers in the three-year PCR process are con-
sistently guided to: 

• focus on teaching as a means to enhance the learn i n g
p r o c e s s ;

• base learning on big ideas, rather than on collections of
facts and disparate projects;

• m ove from a frontal role, in which the teacher tries to
transfer the information in his or her head into the
minds of the students, to a more facilitative one, in
w h i ch students are empowered as learn e r s ;

• use traditional Jewish texts and other primary sources,
rather than textbooks and workbooks; and 

• become reflective practitioners, involving themselves
comfortably in Judaic and pedagogic discussions. 

PCR also supports school directors in their quest to focus
on the educational components of their job, not just the
administrative tasks. The time-intensive three-year process
p r ovides heads of school an opportunity to partner with a
colleague, a rarity in most educational circles.9 M a ny
directors report, “It is as if the Curriculum Department is
sitting on my shoulder, whispering in my ear!” These edu-
cators have gained the pedagogic flexibility to actively
apply what they learned through PCR to a variety of other
s e t t i n gs .

The Curriculum Department is committed to making life a
little easier for those involved in the intensive PCR
process, focusing on the development of “no excuses” cur-
ricula. Different from “teacher-proof,” a “no excuses” cur-
riculum offers a variety of resources to the classroom
t e a cher and the school so that a teacher can’t offer the
excuse, “I did not have x, so I could not try what the cur-
riculum guide suggested.” Jewish education is quite
r e s o u r c e - p o o r, missing the availability of the wide array of
m a t e rials to which general studies teachers have access.
The Curriculum Department partners with other depart-
ments in the JECC to locate and, at times, fund the cre-

ation of posters, special software, and student resource
books that complement the curriculum. 

PCR develops curriculum with and for specific sites.

With the exception of the JECC’s Immediate Response
C u r ri c u l u m ,1 0 developed for a wide-ranging audience
e x p e riencing crisis, the Curriculum Department’s work is
highly site-specific. By focusing on the needs of a particu-
lar school or institution, rather than a one-size-fits-all
a p p r o a ch, PCR is able to create high quality, coherent
c u r ricula. In spite of the site-specific nature of the process,
h ow e v e r, many other schools are able to successfully
implement the “products” developed through PCR. 

PCR recognizes that the change process demands strong

school leadership.

Curriculum Department professionals are very conscious
of the ways in which the change process invariably
arouses anxiety and puts pressure on already complex
systems. They work with school directors to manage
change in their settings, educating them to the chal-
lenges brought on by school change, anticipating prob-
lems before they arise, and helping resolve issues after
they rear up. In order to protect the JECC’s investment
of $150,000-200,000 per PCR school over the three
years, schools are accepted on the basis of both leader-
ship stability and administration’s demonstrated willing-
ness to be pushed to think broadly about the educational
enterprise.11

PCR prefers to focus its efforts on key unresolved issues in

Jewish education.

S chools that present PCR with a stimulating, under-
explored area of curriculum development have a be t t e r
chance of acceptance into the three-year process. Over the
last seven years, the department has enjoyed the ch a l-
lenges of: 

• c o n s i d e ring whether Hebrew language can be successful-
ly taught in a three-day afternoon Hebrew school, with-
out compromising the “synagogue skill” pri o rity that
m a ny set for themselves; 

• developing problem-based learning units as the base of a
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9 The PCR staff commends local directors for opening their schools to “outsiders” for three years. The department tries to make the process

as safe and respectful as possible, noting that education is an imperfect art replete with challenges.
10 The Response Curricula may be found on the JECC’s website, www.jecc.org. Click on “Educational Resources,” then on “Curriculum;”

scroll to the bottom of that page.
11 Generally, education directors and senior clergy need to be in their positions for two years before a school is accepted into the three-year

PCR Process A. However, its school director may change either during the three years or within a year or two of the process’s completion.
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supplementary school program and discov e ring how to
help teachers move from the traditional role of “sage on
the stage” to “guide on the side;” 

• e x p e rimenting with Understanding by Design as the basis
of Jewish curriculum development; 

• e x p l o ring ways to bring text study to the fore in supple-
mentary school classrooms; and

• deciding how the new research on identity development
can inform and change the structure of a supplementary
high school program. 

The department’s staff is looking forward to working with
a local preschool in the coming year and to deepen its
work with area day sch o o l s .

PCR is committed to meaningful assessment and evaluation. 

The Curriculum Department consistently assesses the
impact of shifts in teacher practice on student learning.
In addition to normative classroom-based assessments
(journal samples, written work, performance assessments,
and scored rubrics), it has recently begun to gather base-
line data from teachers, students, and parents using a
questionnaire with items found on national identity sur-
veys. It is hoped that this type of information will allow
PCR to measure shifts in thought and practice, as well as
in attitudes to Jewish education.

THE CHALLENGES

While Project Curriculum Renewal enjoys a good reputa-
tion among Cleveland’s schools and is recognized nation-
ally, it continues to engage in self-assessment and reflec-
tion. The project faces issues related to the change
process, to the partnering of professionals in a central
agency and school, and to intense efforts on behalf of a
single site.

Change

Change is difficult and potentially threatening. The
Curriculum Department understands that quality
changes occur: when those involved feel dissonance
between “what is” and “what could be;” when they have
a clear image of what the change will “look like” when it
is done; when they are personally committed to making
the change; and when they have specific, practical steps
to help them get started. Managing this process, especial-
ly the initial dissonance, can be tricky.

Once the initial discomfort is overcome, the next chal-
lenge is one of unrealistic expectations. The summer
prior to implementation of new curriculum is filled with
idyllic images of what “could be.” But the reality of
school life, with all its complexities, sometimes means
that the ideal does not become reality.

The change process can be confounded by the inconsis-
tency engendered by personnel turnover. At times, a
year’s work must be repeated due to the unforeseen
changeover of school leaders or teachers. Particularly
when the Curriculum Department has made the invest-
ment of a year or more of education and coaching of
professional staff, personnel shifts challenge an institu-
tion’s capacity to deeply implement a specific curricular
change. 

Change also takes time. While three years of support may
seem significant, most educational changes take at least
five years to take deep root. The current director of PCR,
in place for eight years, can now look across Cleveland’s
Jewish school system to see the flourishing of seeds
planted years earlier and the synergy of the department’s
efforts with other Jewish continuity projects throughout
the educational system. 

Partnership

The PCR process represents a delicate dance between
the JECC and a school. As mentioned above, to open
one’s school and thought processes to outside influence
requires courage and commitment. This commitment is
subjected to the gentle tug-of-war that takes place
between PCR staff and school leadership when consider-
ing the implications of research and practice for a partic-
ular curriculum or class. The final success of PCR thus
depends greatly on the relationship forged between its
staff and those of its partner institutions. Mutual respect
and PCR’s support for the director’s right to make final
decisions for his or her school help the two partners
bridge their inevitable differences. 

Process vs. Product

Most work of the Curriculum Department is site-specific,
fulfilling the needs of the school requesting assistance; a
document is produced, but the meaningful results come
in the shifts of educational practice achieved within the
school. While PCR could distribute its curricula well
beyond Cleveland, many of the PCR curricula rely on



pedagogic support in the form of workshops and coach-
ing. The PCR director has discouraged some schools
from purchasing its problem-based learning curriculum,
for example, because teachers not supported while learn-
ing to facilitate this model of teaching are not likely to
succeed.

On the other hand, certain PCR products could fruitfully
be utilized by other schools despite the site-specific con-
text in which they were developed. Because of the efforts
needed to polish a piece of curriculum into final form
and the time-intensive nature of publication and distrib-
ution, however, the Curriculum Department made a con-
scious decision not to advertise the availability of its
materials beyond Cleveland. While this is a realistic
reflection of the capacity of the JECC at this time, it
means that much cutting-edge work accomplished by the
JECC is not nationally accessible.

CONCLUSION

The Jewish Education Center of Cleveland’s Curri c u l u m
Department, through the work of Project Curri c u l u m
Renewal, shifts the landscape for Jewish education via a
holistic model that pays close attention to the nexus of
c u r riculum development, professional development, and
organizational change. The department’s longevity in the
Cleveland Jewish community and years of investment in
l o n g - t e rm change processes have made a powerful impact
on the capacity of Cleveland’s Jewish educational profes-
sionals and institutions.

N a chama Skolnik Moskowitz is the Director of Curri c u l u m

Resources for the Jewish Education Center of Cleveland. She

is an author of books, textbooks, and articles, as well as a pop-

ular teacher and conference presenter. Nachama received her

M.A. from the Rhea Hirsch School of Education of HUC – JIR

and was recently awarded an honorary doctorate by the same.
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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• Both Jacoby and Moskowitz see their projects as pow-
erful ways to effect and manage change in supple-
mentary schools. What are the elements of each of
these programs that make it effective? Could either
p r o gram have been as effective without any of those
elements? 

• The accreditation process in LA involves sch o o l s
assessing their progress on the basis of a number of
standards. Do these standards represent best practice
in your view? Are they achievable and relevant? Do
you feel there is merit to developing generic stan-
dards for a large number of schools? How do you
suspect the schools in your area would “measure up”
to those standards Jacoby lists?

• M o s k owitz’s model is based on a particular educa-
tional approach, Understanding by Design, w h i ch is
utilized across the board in their work with sch o o l s .
What are the advantages and disadvantages of this
level of commitment to a single curriculum model? 

• Beyond the direct impact of these two initiatives

upon school programs, both articles mention as a
benefit the closer working relationships that devel-
oped between the schools and the central agencies. 

— H ow did these processes benefit both the supple-
mentary schools and the central agencies? 

— What are the implications with regard to national
versus local-level school change efforts?

— H ow does this align with the model put forth by
Avi West in this issue (page 22).

• Both authors utilize goal-setting as a key element of
their processes, with the LA schools identifying global
institutional goals and the Cleveland schools focusing
on specific curricular goals. 

— H ow do these two gateways to change work differ-
ently? 

— H ow would you choose between them? 

— What are the benefits and draw b a cks to articulat-
ing goals in the context of congregational and
communal education?

• What different kinds of expertise are needed for a
central agency to implement one or the other
a p p r o a ch? What are the differences in central agency
resources required for implementation?
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A s the chairperson of the Task Force on
C o n gregational School Standards of the United
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, I am very

proud of the work we have done in creating the new
Framework for Excellence standards. The Framework offers
six models for congregational schools. Each model requires
certain basic elements and be n chmarks for quality and then
offers different emphases. With the help of the United
Synagogue education staff, the school selects the model that
will maximize the opportunity for quality Jewish education
in its setting. A school may want to emphasize S h a b b a t p a r-
ticipation, or family education, or an increased number of
p r o gram years or expanded hours in the high school years.
Mandated elements include planned and congr e g a t i o n - s u p-
ported staff development as well as clergy involvement. Th e
entire Framework for Excellence in Education document
along with the Aims Statement for Synagogue Schools is
available at the United Synagogue website (www. u s c j . o r g )
under “Lifelong Learn i n g .”

EVALUATING THE EXISTING STANDARD

Our task force began deliberations almost three years ago
with discussions about the standard that existed at that

time: five years of school, three sessions each week, each
session to be two hours long. None of the sessions was to
take place on S h a b b a t. We understood the importance of
maximizing class time and frequency of contact. We
looked at research that corroborated our intuition that
time and frequency lead to the greatest mastery of materi-
al. We listened to testimony from outstanding, successful
s chool leaders who feared that ch a n ging the 5x3x2 form u-
la would “water down” Jewish education. 

On the other hand, upon examining attendance records
to see whether youngsters were actually attending all the
mandated sessions with regularity, it became apparent
that changing demographics were contributing to erratic
attendance patterns in some areas. Jewish families living
far from the synagogue were unable to make the long
trip three times a week. Shared custody arrangements
meant that many children spent weekends in communi-
ties away from their schools. In focus group after focus
group, in every one of United Synagogue’s regions, lay
and professional leadership shared their frustration with
these situations and strongly requested that we consider
this in designing the new standards. 

A New Set of Standards
TEMMA KINGSLEY

N AT I O N A L  L E V E L  I N I T I AT I V E S

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R

Effecting change on a national level in a decentralized educational system represents a major challenge. Both practical

constraints and commitment to the ideal of local control narrow the options for national bodies such as the religious

movements. Yet below are updates on two current initiatives which have embraced this challenge and are moving for-

ward to advance the cause of congregational education.

Temma Kingsley describes the logic behind the Conservative Movement’s new set of standards for its congregational

schools, Framework for Excellence. She outlines the realities that led to their development, and explains the elements

that were integrated into these national standards. 

Rabbi Jan Katzew introduces CHAI – Learning for Jewish Life, the new curriculum under development by the Reform

M ovement. He provides insight into the Jewish and educational philosophies that underg i rd the design of this national cur-

riculum and identifies its key components. These descriptions will be helpful for groups deliberating on setting policy on a

national level, as well as for leadership of synagogues and congregational schools seeking to implement these initiatives.
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Under the guidance of Rabbi Robert Abramson, the
Director of Education for the United Synagogue of
Conservative Judaism, we evaluated what was happening
in our congregational schools. We paid particular attention
to schools producing positive results: young people in sig-
nificant numbers were staying in school beyond the years
required for bar/bat mitzvah; families were be c o m i n g
i nvolved in their children’s and their own Jewish educa-
tion; or there was significant S h a b b a t and holiday atten-
dance by a large proportion of the school population.
What was happening in these schools that enabled them
to produce the results that we as the lay leadership of the
Conservative movement viewed as crucial to the perpetua-
tion of Judaism? We learned that the schools that met the
six-hour standard and were committed to quality educa-
tion were indeed producing desirable results: but that the
six-hour standard alone did not define or determine effec-
tiveness. Because Rabbi Abramson and his staff are in
constant touch with our congregational schools and in dia-
logue with the principals, he was aware of the locations
around the country where the best results were be i n g
a chieved. We were then able to include elements of the
p r o grams of those schools in the Fr a m e w o r k .

FRAMEWORK FOR EXCELLENCE

The most effective schools reward and improve their fac-
ulty by both encouraging and enabling professional devel-
opment for principals and teachers. This became a
required element of our new set of standards, the
Framework for Excellence. Congregations are expected to
m ove toward appropriate licensing and certification for
s chools and faculty. Principals are expected to avail them-
selves of the networking and learning possibilities afforded
them by membership in and attendance at conferences of
the Jewish Educators Assembly.

Because we understand the impact of informal education
and experience-based education, our new standards
expect that schools will encourage Jewish camp (R a m a h) ,
youth activities (USY), and appropriate Israel trips. 

Because our task force feels that an increase in the man-
dated years of study will have a major positive impact on
the education of our youth, we encourage congregations to
offer a Jewish early childhood setting where the popula-
tion exists. According to a study done this year by Ilene
Vogelstein and David Kaplan for the Jewish Early

Childhood Education Partnership, “New understandings
a bout the development and transmission of cultural
be h aviors and beliefs, coupled with the knowledge that
children spend substantial amounts of time in early ch i l d-
hood programs, suggest that early childhood education is
the perfect opportunity to shape the Jewish identity of
young children and their families and to lay the founda-
tion for subsequent Jewish experiences and inv o l v e m e n t .”
Thus, the early childhood program provides a most effec-
tive entry point for families into the synagogue world and
the initial offeri n gs of family education that take place
i n f o rmally in that setting. The early childhood experi e n c e
often fosters a positive attitude toward Jewish education
and connection, setting the stage for the attainment of the
aims of the Conservative synagogue school. 

We also understand that if we allow students to conclude
their Jewish education at the end of their bar/bat mitzvah
y e a r, we relinquish the opportunity to influence the high
s chool years of adolescent identity development. Be c a u s e
it is exceedingly important to reinforce their Jewish identi-
ty before students go off to college and meet the influ-
ences of the world at large, we now require education
through the high school years. Schools entering the
Framework must be gin to provide legitimate Jewish edu-
cation for the high school age students. This may be
a chieved in a classroom setting, as an independent study
p r o gram, as a distance learning experience, or in a flexible
plan designed by the rabbi or educational director.

S chools are now required to document that the education
of their youth has been developed through a collabo r a t i v e
effort of parents, faculty, lay leadership, and clergy. In par-
t i c u l a r, we see rabbinic input, concern, and participation
as critical in creating a solid educational progr a m .

The United Synagogue Department of Education recog-
nizes that it must continue to serve as a resource, along
with the Davidson School of Education and the Melton
Institute at the Jewish Th e o l o gical Seminary for the cre-
ation of exciting and innovative curricula. The E t g a r c u r-
riculum is currently in the process of development by a
team of educators representing those institutions.

The response of congregations to the new standards has
been overwhelmingly favorable. Many synagogues and
their schools have already been visited by Wendy Light,
the new consultant in the Department of Education whose
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portfolio is helping schools to select their model and mov e
t owards its enactment. Each school administration is anx-
ious to develop a program that is in keeping with one of
the six models defined in the Framework. Our congr e g a-
tional schools are required to move toward full compliance
with the new standards. The entire staff of the Department
of Education will continue to make themselves av a i l a b l e
to assist the schools of our member congr e g a t i o n s .
Professional and lay leadership are eager to raise their
s chools to new levels and to meet the standards for the
new Framework for Excellence. Right now the standards
are mandated only for schools with more than 75 stu-
dents. We will be reviewing and revising the standards for
smaller schools in remote communities. We hope that in
five years, all of our congregational schools will be part of
the Framework and will provide our next generation with
a solid foundation on which to build a Jewish life. 

We know that we are only at the be ginning of a long and
developing process, but initial reactions indicate that our
institutions are ready and excited about meeting standards
based on best practices in institutions that have produced
results. It is our hope that our youth will benefit from all
of our efforts, gr owing to become educated, caring Je w s
and to live meaningful Jewish lives.

Temma Kingsley, Vice President of the United Synagogue of

Conservative Judaism, is the chair of the Blue Ribbon Task

Force for Congregational School Standards and the co-chair

of the Education Commission of the United Synagogue of

Conservative Judaism. She is a retired Jewish early child-

hood educator and past President of the Jewish Early

Childhood Association, as well as of the National Jewish

Early Childhood Network.

CHALLENGE

T he fundamental challenge we face in Jewish life
in general and Jewish education in particular
transcends any single movement. How can we

help episodic Jews who live Judaism from time to time to
live fully as Jews who live Judaism all the time? How can
we nurture those who are Jewish by choice, who know-
ingly, passionately, and joyfully identify as Jews?
Accepting the premise that we live in an age defined by
choice, how can we raise a generation that will con-
sciously choose to learn and live as Jews? All Jewish
schooling is supplemental. Jewish families still serve as
the primary educational institution in the Jewish com-
munity. When the Judaism lived at home is dissonant
with the Judaism learned in school, home wins and con-
sequently, too often, Judaism loses. 

In the Reform Movement, approximately 120,000 chil-
dren study in congregational schools, complemented by
up to 5,000 that study in day schools. “Does the Reform
Movement have a curriculum?” is an important and
urgent question. Up until now, we have equivocated.

“Each congregational culture is unique.” “A curriculum
is not a document; it is a living portrait, a dynamic
shared learning experience.” “Textbooks do not consti-
tute a curriculum.” All of these statements may be true,
but they do not tell the whole truth. 

Whom are we kidding? We are short on teachers who are
as Jewishly literate and competent as they are caring. We
lack teachers who are committed to Reform Judaism and
who come to class with a clear, cogent, and compelling
lesson plan. In the yeshivat ma’alah, the ideal class, we
would have learners and teachers who are fully present
and who understand Jewish learning as central to their
lives. But, in our schools and in our synagogues, in our
real lives as Jewish educators, the teachers are avocation-
al. They are busy, and despite their intentions, they often
do not have the time to develop a well-conceived plan
for a lesson, to say nothing of a unit or a year.

At the 2001 UAHC Biennial in Boston, Rabbi Eric Yoffie
articulated his clearest vision to date of the Jewish
school residing at the heart of congregational life:

CHAI — Learning for Jewish Life
RABBI JAN KATZEW



Moses understood that while Jews would need an

army to defend their land, they would need schools

to defend their values. And for the next 3,000 years

we built our communities around schools, and as

stated in the most famous of our prayers,we took

the words that God had commanded us in order to

teach them diligently to our children…We know

that the school cannot succeed on its own — that it

needs the active participation of parents. It also

needs the commitment of the entire synagogue,

which should be an interdependent learning com-

munity of which the school is but one part.

RESPONSE

We are going to help, and while no school and no class
can be taught by remote control, we have developed
resources that will meet the needs of teachers and in
turn, the needs of students. To respond to the fundamen-
tal educational need in the Reform Movement, the
UAHC, in partnership with the Hebrew Union College
and the National Association of Temple Educators, is
developing CHAI — Learning for Jewish Life.

CHAI was designed by:

• UAHC regional educators and curriculum specialists

• HUC–JIR education professors

• NATE educational practitioners.

CHAI is designed for:

• education committees

• congregational boards of directors

• parents of children ages 3–14

• families with children 7–14

• teachers who have little or no prior training.

CHAI is designed to:

• provide students with a balance of torah, avodah and
g’millut chassadim

• provide a shared Movement-wide curricular core for
one hour of class per week, giving each congregational
school time to build its own unique identity

• provide teachers with a complete, developmentally
appropriate, Judaically authentic lesson

address the entire family as Jewish learners

• p r ovide a self-paced Hebrew learning program that for-
mulates Hebrew as a living language of the Jewish people

• invest congregational leaders in their own learning to
model lifelong Jewish education.

CHAI — Learning for Jewish Life adapts a powerful edu-
cational tool called “Understanding by Design,” by the
Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development, to suit our needs as Jewish educators.
Over the next five years, we expect to develop a curricu-
lar core for children in grades 2—7 which will be shared
by Reform congregations throughout North America, a
core that preserves the independence of each synagogue
and promotes the interdependence of the Jewish com-
munity. We believe that every child who comes to a
Jewish school should find a home in Torah, should be at
home in a sanctuary, should be able to make her or his
home into a sacred space, and should live what he or
she learns. CHAI resources provide for achieving balance
in Jewish life — among mind, heart, and soul; among
knowing, feeling, and doing. At all stages of Jewish life,
knowledge is requisite, but knowledge is complemented
by attitude and completed by action. We want our stu-
dents, youth and adult, to know, love, and live Torah,
and we can achieve that sacred goal by providing texts
and contexts that allow children and adults to find a
home in Judaism that is as deep as it is open.

Since Bereishit, Hebrew has been elemental to Jewish
life, and we are committed to providing our teachers and
their students with the most creative and effective
Hebrew learning tools we can devise. Called Mitkadem —
Hebrew for moving forward and making progress — our
program promotes individualized learning in heteroge-
neous classes. This means that students will be in the
same room with their age peers, but they will likely be
on different pages or even on different levels. The
Reform Movement has become increasingly serious
about the significance of Hebrew, but until now, the
UAHC has not offered a comprehensive program of
Hebrew learning for youth that is sound in terms of lan-
guage acquisition theory and best practice, that embraces
Hebrew as a sacred Jewish language through Tefillah and
Torah, and that enables parents to be active partners in
the process of Hebrew learning. “Hebrew is the perfect
language to express the central concepts of Judaism,
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Jewish thought, and the way we talk and think of God.”
This quote from the Mitkadem rationale expresses an
enduring understanding about Hebrew. It reminds us not
only what we are teaching when we teach Hebrew but
why we are teaching Hebrew. Mitkadem treats Hebrew as
a living language, and therefore includes grammar and
other linguistic devices, but emphasizes the unique role
of Hebrew in Jewish life, especially in Tefillah and Torah,
prayer and sacred texts.

A distinguishing if not defining characteristic of
Mitkadem, and indeed all of the resources associated
with CHAI — Learning for Jewish Life, is flexibility.
Whether classes meet once, twice, or three times a week,
these lessons will fit unique schedules. Whether a stu-
dent begins Hebrew language in grade 1 or 4, the CHAI
resources will enable the learner to proceed at her or his
own pace, depending upon intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vation, parental support, native intelligence, and the
intensity of the learning. After gaining decoding skills
and the self-confidence that accompanies making
progress, students will move ahead to learn aspects of
Hebrew grammar, vocabulary, and reading and spoken
comprehension. One of the greatest acts of resurrection
in modern Jewish life has been the rebirth of the
Hebrew language, and we need to share in the celebra-
tion by giving the next generation of our people the tools
to learn it, and then, we hope, to love it. 

CHAI is intended to facilitate lifelong learning; therefore, its
components reach beyond the student in school and into
the areas of family, parent, teach e r, and board education.

Complementing the curriculum core and reinforcing the
values of torah, avodah and g’millut chassadim in a con-
scious attempt to bring them home, each year-long cur-
riculum includes three sessions specially designed for
families to learn with and from each other. These family
sessions offer great flexibility to the educator in order to
meet the unique needs of each community. Since edu-
cating families is qualitatively different from teaching
children alone, we have developed a comprehensive,
user-friendly guide to create and support a significant
family education program in each congregation.

A subset of family education aimed at the adult members
of the family, adult education sessions offer parents the
opportunity to realize that in Judaism “homework is the

essence and schoolwork the supplement.” The parent
curriculum considers the challenges of living a con-
sciously Jewish life that is as liberal and tolerant as it is
rich and deep. For parents of preschool age children,
CHAI provides a variety of sessions designed to be wel-
coming and embracing, to make it clear that the
youngest members of our community are a treasure who
serve as guarantors for the Jewish future.

To assure teacher education, we have developed two
online courses, one for new teachers who have less than
three years of experience and one for experienced teach-
ers who may wish to consider acting as mentors. Th e s e
courses consist of eight 90-minute lessons and are taught
by respected educational leaders. Classes will be limited
to 25 participants and will cost $100 per teach e r. We con-
sider this a serious opportunity for teacher recruitment,
development, and retention. The online courses, includ-
ing a special course for teachers in Reform Judaism, can
be accessed at uahconline.ecollege.com. We will also be
holding special CHAI retreats for teachers and educators
at three UA HC camps during the summer of 2002 .

In order for Jewish education to succeed, we need to
build partnerships, and none is more vital than the one
between professional and volunteer leaders. In two sepa-
rate but complementary guides, we have endeavored to
guide synagogue leaders through a process that helps
clarify the integral roles they play in building a commu-
nity of learning, learned Jews. Again, our aim has been
to give maximum flexibility to each congregation and to
realize that while some synagogues would want to create
a board retreat around issues in Jewish education, others
would strongly prefer to devote up to half an hour of
each board meeting for a year to Jewish education, and
still others would prefer to devote quarterly meetings
entirely to education matters. Whatever the method that
suits a congregational culture, it is our intent to support
congregations in taking Jewish education seriously as a
primary function of congregational life, indeed as a vital
organ in Jewish life.

ANTICIPATION

CHAI represents a significant policy shift in the educa-
tional practice of the UAHC. It involves acknowledging
and respecting the decentralization of Jewish learning. It
requires an investment in human resources even more



than print and online resources. It accepts the premise
that our relationship to educational theorists and practi-
tioners is one of mutual dependence. Arguably above all,
CHAI is predicated on the belief that the congregational
school deserves to be a source of accomplishment and
joy in Jewish life for everyone connected with it, i.e.,
everyone who is a member of the congregation. 

CHAI — Learning for Jewish Life will grow as congrega-
tions provide feedback on its various elements. The cur-
riculum core will develop as we form realistic expecta-
tions of our teachers and students. The online and onsite
teacher training programs will respond to the needs of
faculty from diverse backgrounds, while the resources for
families and parents will address their unique needs. Our
hope is that congregational schools will become even

more vital as the educational heart of the synagogue
community. Quality curricular resources are necessary
but insufficient to yield quality learning. Other variables
include the students, the teacher, and the culture. CHAI
is an exercise in evolutionary cultural change because it
seeks to improve the status quo by building on the exist-
ing structure. CHAI ultimately depends on the reservoir
of goodwill with our congregational partners. Its success
will be determined by the number of congregations will-
ing to adopt it and then adapt it to fit their needs. In the
next year, we will focus on three congregations in each of
the 13 UAHC regions, and together we will learn how to
give CHAI — Learning for Jewish Life a life of its own.

Rabbi Jan Katzew, Ph.D., RJE, is Director of UAHC

Department of Jewish Education.
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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• Both Katzew and Kingsley introduce their articles by
d e s c ribing the shortcomings of the Jewish education
currently offered in congregational schools. To what
extent do you find that these critiques apply to your
local synagogues?

• Both of these national initiatives have carefully craft-
ed a balance between local and central roles in
u p grading congregational education. In what way s
does each initiative achieve this balance? To what
extent does each initiative mandate, encourage,

reward, suggest, guide, support, and/or env i s i o n
change for its congregational schools? 

• What will it take on the national and local levels to
h ave these initiatives adopted and implemented? 

• What do you see as the potential impact of each of
these initiatives? What will be the ripple effects of
these changes? 

• H ow is a curriculum different from a set of stan-
d a r d s ?
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A good educational program will shape the identity
of a congregation by touching the hearts and
minds of members within every age grouping at

the synagogue. It has power because it leads to the under-
standing that Jewish education gives life to study, worship
and religious action for all temple members. An excellent
r a b b i - e d u c a t o r - c o n gregation partnership nurtures this
v i s i o n .

A strong partnership between a congregation’s rabbi and
educator leads to an educational program that is wov e n
into the very fabric of the congregation. Such a partner-
ship creates and reinforces the fundamental understanding
that Jewish education is a part of every facet of the con-
gregation. It models an expansive and integrated view of
c o n gregational life. It comes about through careful work
of the congregants on the search committee and hard
work, luck and commitment on the part of the rabbi and
the educator to instill the excitement of education within
the total congr e g a t i o n .

In 1976, only four years after its founding, Am Shalom
was ready to engage its first full-time educator. After sev-
eral lengt hy interviews, Sharon Morton was asked to take
the position. When she asked why the search committee
chose her, she was told, “If we closed our eyes and lis-
tened to your words, but not the sound of your voice, it

was the rabbi speaking. Therefore, we knew it would be a
good partnership.” And so it be g a n .

Rabbi Harold Kudan was the founding rabbi of the con-
gregation. Having majored in Religious Education in rab-
binical school, he sought an educator who would be open
to new ideas, enthusiastic about looking at new models of
education, and willing to risk trying them out. He wanted
an educator who would understand his/her role in Je w i s h
education in the broadest sense. He felt that Sharon
Morton could be that person. And so it continued.

Shared philosophy, beliefs, vision and commitments are
essential cornerstones of a successful partnership be t w e e n
a congregation’s rabbi and educator, specifically:

• belief in the integrity of the learner at any age, that
nothing should be taught that must be unlearned at a
more mature age. 

• belief that respect for all — the parent, teacher and ch i l d
— is paramount. 

• belief in the challenge and the excitement of a Je w i s h
life nourished through Jewish education.

• belief that involvement of the congregation in the wider
community is essential to the success of the educational
p r o gram, and vice versa. 

• belief in a systems approach to Jewish education reflect-

The Rabbi–Educator Partnership
SHARON MORTON AND RABBI HAROLD KUDAN

C A S E  S T U D I E S

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R

The following cases illustrate the potential of part-time Jewish education to provide an arena in which limits can be

challenged and excellent practice can flourish. The first two case studies occur within the synagogue setting. Sharon

Morton and Rabbi Harold Kudan focus on the role of the synagogue educator and the partnership between educator and

rabbi that results in the integration of the educational program into congregational life. Cyd Weissman and Rabbi Marc

Margolius outline the implications of a paradigm shift toward seeing the congregation as a system,within which both

synagogue and school function as interrelated elements. 

From the communal setting, Nadav Caine and Nechama Tamler report on the achievements and special issues facing a

community-based supplementary high school, while Linda Echt and Aviva Richman describe an unusual after-school

Hebrew school. Both of these programs embrace diversity. Each is marked by a unique vision that drives the institution

and serves as a centripetal force keeping its diverse constituencies together.



ed in a life-long education committee that oversees the
task forces related to various departments of education.

• belief in a holistic education program for all members of
the congregation reflecting their age, interests, needs,
and abilities.

• belief in the awe and wonder of education and the learn e r. 

• belief that education is an intrinsic part of every progr a m
and project of the congr e g a t i o n .

As in all successful teams, each partner must complement
the other. At Am Shalom, the educator:

• is willing to ask, to question, to help build conceptional
goals and programs alongside the rabbi.

• is willing to enlist the help of the Rabbi, the staff, the
t e a chers, and the congr e g a n t s .

• is willing to listen to the voices of temple members and
other experts, in order to see the big picture.

• holds a vision that the position of educator extends
beyond the school, to all aspects of the congr e g a t i o n .

• is self-confident as a person and as an educator.

The rabbi at Am Shalom:

• is willing to ask, to question, to help build conceptual
goals and programs alongside the educator. 

• actively functions as an integral part of the school, the
adult education programs, even the education committee.

• holds the view that the position of educator extends
beyond the school to all aspects of the congr e g a t i o n .

• is self confident as a person and as a Rabbi.

• consistently provides honest support and feedback. 

The involvement of the rabbi in the educational program
is only one side of the dynamic partnership; the involve-
ment of the educator in a range of aspects of congrega-
tional life is equally important. At Am Shalom, Ms.
Morton sits with the Rabbi on the worship committee in
order to look at educational components of worship. She
staffs the social action committee, which discusses issues
based on awareness, education, activism. It created a life
long education committee with task forces for the school,
the adult education program, family programming, and
youth committee.

What are the actions of a congregation that recognizes the
valued role of the educator in the congr e g a t i o n ?

• The educator is sometimes asked to sit on the bimah,
read To r a h, and deliver the serm o n .

• The office of the educator is in a prominent place in the
b u i l d i n g .

• The congregation finds opportunities to highlight and
honor the educator.

• The educator sits on the Board of Directors and the
Executive Committee of the congregation and has a
voice in their delibe r a t i o n s .

• Temple board meetings sometimes highlight educational
issues and the work of the educator.

• The salary and benefits of the educator are on equal par
with other members of the congregation’s senior staff.

• The successes of the educator are noted in congr e g a t i o n-
al publications.

• The educator’s name is listed on all publications, bulletin
boards, and newsletters of the congr e g a t i o n .

As a result of the active partnership between the rabbi and
educator at Am Shalom, the whole congregation sees the
educator and Jewish education as an integral part of con-
gregational life. Educational issues and decisions perm e a t e
the work of many committees. The open collaborative rela-
tionship between the rabbi and the educator is reflected
throughout the congregation and ch a r a c t e rizes the way the
c o n gregation functions. It allows exciting new projects and
ideas to be passed or shared by whichever committees and
organizations are appropriate. Examples of the collabo r a-
tion of rabbi, educator and congregational leaders follow.

• Joint meetings of the education and worship committees
i n f o rm decisions about family worship services. Jo i n t
efforts of the social action and the education committees
h ave resulted in raising $55,000 to purchase an ambu-
lance for Magen David Adom. The project began with
the wishes of a grade in the religious school to raise
funds for the ambulance. The adult social action com-
mittee picked up the idea and through the hard work of
the committee and the school, a child and an adult, and
the generosity of the congregants, the project succeeded.

• The congregation holds an “all-committee” dinner and
meeting at the beginning of each year. The dinner pro-
vides a wonderful opportunity for all of the program-
ming groups within the congregation to meet together,
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to discuss the summer, and to ready themselves to
return to a full schedule in fall. Each year, an annual
theme is announced at the dinner, such as the Year of
Education, the Year of Social Action, or the Year of
Sacred Moments. Each committee decides on ways to
integrate its work into the major theme of the year.
During the Year of Education, the library planned a
series of book displays. The worship committee incor-
porated educational information in the weekly Shabbat
newsletter. The communications committee focused on
raising the educational value of the congregational bul-
letin by adding educational features.

• Chairs of each of the programmatic committees of the
c o n gregation meet with the rabbi and the educator three
to four times a year. It is an opportunity for the lay and
professional leaders of the congregation to share and to
l e a rn what is happening in each arena of congr e g a t i o n a l
life, to reflect on how they are fulfilling their responsibil-
ities, and to become reinvigorated. The meeting is also a
forum for addressing challenges and seeking solutions.

When an educator and a rabbi see that they are partners
in the same endeavor and when they are able to share a
common vision not only for the religious school but also

for the congregation as a whole, then both the educator
and the rabbi are fulfilled in their roles within the congr e-
gation. This situation comes about through mutual trust
and respect and an openness to learning from one anoth-
e r. It comes about when the rabbi and educator are willing
to discuss frustrations, failures, and problems as well as
successes. It comes about when the rabbi and educator
can deal with issues with flexibility, humor, enthusiasm,
and willingness to share responsibilities.

After writing this paper together, we sat down and I, the
e d u c a t o r, said to the rabbi, “Why do you think it really
works here?” He thought for a minute and then said,
“ Because neither one of us cares who gets the credit or
the attention for a particular program. We work as a team.”
Perhaps that is the whole article in a nutshell. 

Rabbi Kudan has been the rabbi of the Am Shalom in Glencoe

for 30 years and will retire in June. Sharon Morton has worked

successfully with him for 26 years. A new rabbi has been ch o-

sen for the congregation. Both Sharon and Rabbi Ku d a n

believe that the search committee has exercised great wisdom

in choosing the new rabbi. And everyone looks forward to the

coming years with hope, anticipation, and excitement.

I n recent years, Jewish supplemental schools have
begun reimagining themselves not only as transmit-
ters of Jewish knowledge, but as builders of Jewish

identity. However, despite efforts to reform supplemental
education through family education, revised textbooks,
and innovative curricula, such initiatives have not suffi-
ciently transformed supplemental schools into effective
instruments for the construction of Jewish identity.

Efforts to reform supplemental schools through program-
matic change have overlapped with the current trans-
denominational movement for synagogue change. Jewish
educational leaders, including Jonathan Woocher and Isa
Aron, have challenged the Jewish community to look at
the issues of supplemental education and synagogue
change in tandem. Congregations and their schools are

being asked to re-envision themselves holistically, focus-
ing on systemic transformation rather than “additive
change” such as new and innovative programs.
Synagogues and their schools are seeking ways to operate
as an integrated whole, creating communities which
focus on imparting Jewish knowledge in a way which
strengthens their members’ core sense of Jewish identity.

Congregation Beth Am Israel, a Conservative synagogue
in suburban Philadelphia, is one congregation laboring
toward the intersection of school and synagogue change.
Over the past decade, Beth Am Israel has begun to think
of itself as an integrated community in which the syna-
gogue and supplemental school are interrelated and
interdependent. As a result, the congregation has
become a community of shared practice, celebration, and

A Systems Approach to School and Synagogue Change: 
The Case of Beth Am Israel
CYD. B. WEISSMAN AND RABBI MARC J. MARGOLIUS



learning, rather than a synagogue with a school as an
adjunct component. Change at Beth Am Israel has been
transformative, rather than merely additive, because it
has been guided by a systems framework. 

DEFINING A SYSTEMS FRAMEWORK

The use of systems analysis has permeated almost every
academic discipline in the past 50 years (Palmer, 1998).
The word system comes from the Greek verb sunistanai,
meaning “to cause to stand together.” Peter Senge
describes a systems approach “as a discipline for seeing
wholes” and “a framework for seeing interrelationships
rather than things, for seeing patterns of change rather
than static ‘snapshots’” (1990, p. 69). A systems
approach promotes a comprehensive view in which a set
of elements functions as a dynamic whole to achieve a
given purpose. A systems framework, then, is a perspec-
tive that focuses on identifying and managing all of the
factors impacting the achievement of a desired goal.

TOWARD THE CREATION OF AN
INTEGRATED SYSTEM

Ten years ago, Beth Am Israel effectively functioned as a
provider of Jewish services and programming for diverse
constituencies. It defined its mission as “allocat[ing]
resources to: worship; adult and child education, includ-
ing a religious school; opportunities for involvement with
Israel; social action in the Jewish community and the
community at large; and social, musical, artistic and
inter-generational activities.” This programmatic “smor-
gasbord” approach often promoted a sense of sub-com-
munities pursuing distinctive agendas, with relatively lit-
tle communication or effort at integration. 

While this approach often produced strong and popular
programming, over time its limitations emerged.
Programs sometimes exacerbated conflicts between con-
stituencies or undermined significant shared goals. For
example, it became clear that scheduling religious school
and family education on Sunday mornings conflicted
with the objective of fostering a strong Shabbat morning
worship community in a few ways; while an extensive
family education program Sunday mornings strength-
ened parental involvement in children’s learning, it also
reinforced the disincentive for families to attend services
on Shabbat. Although many families with preschoolers

adopted the practice of attending “Tot Shabbat” morning
services, they stopped participating regularly on Shabbat
once their children were old enough to attend supple-
mental school on Sunday mornings.

Beth Am’s staff realized that by independently pursuing
different programs, the congregation and the school were
operating a self-defeating system. This insight was a first
step to working within a systems approach, in which the
synagogue and school recognize themselves not as sepa-
rate entities, but rather as instruments to achieve a com-
mon goal. Instead of seeking to improve an inherently
flawed model, the staff determined to try a new, more
systemic approach.

THE PROCESS OF IDENTIFYING A
COMMON GOAL

The congregation’s rabbi, educational director, and lay
leaders began by involving the community in clarifying
its shared goals. The staff engaged congregants and com-
mittees in reflective exercises to identify common core
values. Like many synagogues, Beth Am went through a
lengthy process of developing and articulating a vision
statement. As part of the process, staff and lay leaders
shared research on alternative models of synagogues and
schools with the education committee and the synagogue
board. One result was a shared commitment to the ideal
of all elements of the synagogue community striving to
work together in an integrative fashion.

The visioning process produced a statement identifying
several important shared goals: 1) the expectation of
member engagement; 2) a focus on building a communi-
ty that lives according to the rhythm of Jewish time and
is marked by commitment to Jewish learning and prac-
tice; and 3) the identification of Shabbat as the primary
time for building community. Beth Am articulated its
goal as becoming a “Shabbat-centered community”
anchored by the sacred time, activities, and language of
Shabbat.

PROCESS TO REDESIGN: ALL PARTS
WORKING TOWARD A COMMON GOAL

Within a systems framework, once a goal is determined,
it is necessary to examine each component of the system
in reference to the goal. After identifying the ways in
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which each part contributes to or undermines the goal,
the next step is redesigning each element of the system
to align with its goals. 

In the case of Beth Am Israel, it would have been easy
to simply conclude that the Sunday school and its family
education program undermined the goal of fostering
Shabbat community, and that the solution was to move
them to Shabbat. Such a conclusion, however, would
have been inadequate and simplistic. The congregation
understood its goal as applying to the entire community,
not simply to the school or the existing Shabbat morning
community. In order to achieve the goal of creating a
Shabbat-centered community, all parts of the synagogue
needed to engage in a process of reflection, experimenta-
tion, and alignment. As a result, the goal became the
central focus for redesigning scheduling, curriculum,
programming, staff development, and synagogue gover-
nance, for adults and children alike: in other words, sys-
temic change.

TIME CHANGE SUPPORTS COMMON GOAL

Shabbat became the primary time for integrating the
various components of Beth Am Israel’s synagogue sys-
tem. Realigning the synagogue’s calendar with its goals
brought adult, child, and family learning and celebration
together at a common time. Integrating the synagogue’s
gatherings and programs brought diverse constituencies—
day school families, “empty-nesters,” and religious
school families—together in time and in purpose, creating
a new shared center.

Beth Am’s staff and lay leadership developed a pilot pro-
gram in which families with school-aged children could
elect to educate their children on Shabbat morning,
rather than on Sunday. Parents who selected this option
(termed Beit Midrash) understood that they themselves
were expected to participate regularly in the Shabbat
morning community through study and worship. Today,
more than six years after its inception, more than half of
Beth Am Israel’s families with school-aged children
select the Beit Midrash option. (Third through sixth
graders also attend on Thursday afternoon. The Beit
Sefer program, for families who do not choose Beit
Midrash, includes adult and family learning in addition
to children’s attendance at Beit Sefer on Sunday and
Thursday.)

On a typical Shabbat, more than 120 Beit Midrash chil-
dren and their parents gather with other congregants of
all ages for coffee, croissants, and conversation, followed
by a morning of shared learning, worship, and socializ-
ing. From 9–10 am, Beit Midrash children are in their
classrooms, teens are acting as madrichim (teaching
aides), and adults are learning in other classrooms. As
many as five or six adult education classes, including
study of the weekly Torah portion with commentaries,
are offered simultaneously. These classes bring together
congregants of all ages with diverse interests, including
Beit Midrash parents, day school parents, and teenagers.
The Learning Council, a lay committee, organizes offer-
ings, recruits congregants to teach individual sessions or
mini-series, and coordinates the adult learning schedule
with the children’s. 

Afterward, adults assemble in the sanctuary to continue
the worship service, while students gather for age-appro-
priate minyanim. Often, parents and other adults visit
students in their classrooms, and parents join their chil-
dren in family education or minyan. At the end of ser-
vices, adults and children gather for kiddush or a lun-
cheon. 

Organizing the congregation’s life around the structured
time of Shabbat creates opportunities for the repeated
encounters needed to nurture relationships across
diverse constituencies.

CURRICULUM CHANGE SUPPORTS
COMMON GOAL

Beth Am Israel’s curriculum for both adults and children
has been re-aligned with the shul’s goals to build skills
and understanding, enabling meaningful participation in
a Shabbat-centered community, in which learning and
living Shabbat permeate and enrich daily living during
the rest of the week. The community cultivates a com-
mon language around Torah, prayer and mitzvot for all
ages which is affectionately known within the congrega-
tion as Beth Ameese — a shared communal vocabulary.
Each year, the Learning Council determines a theme
that runs through the educational programming for
adults and children alike. There is a conscious effort to
link and coordinate the content and process of adult and
children’s learning.



STAFF DEVELOPMENT SUPPORTS
COMMON GOAL

Because teachers play a key role in the synagogue’s sys-
tem, their needs have been part of the realignment focus.
Teachers are now integrated into the community through
regular connections with congregants and parents on
Shabbat morning. They begin the year by attending a
Shabbaton retreat where they build a sense of kehilah
and support among themselves. Additionally, teachers
learn together on Shabbat several times each month,
while younger students attend minyanim with their par-
ents and older students join the larger congregation in
services. Teachers are immersed in the language and val-
ues of the community so they can reinforce them along
with parents.

ARCHITECTURE SUPPORTS COMMON
GOAL

By a fortunate coincidence, the synagogue is designed so
that the sanctuary is the center of the building and the
classrooms line its edges. There is no separate education-
al wing. In the coming year, Beth Am Israel will break
ground for a new facility that will replicate this design
that integrates the congregation’s learning and worship
functions and connects children and adults. The archi-
tecture expresses the concept that the congregation’s
center is Shabbat and that the learning components rep-
resent gateways by which diverse groups find a way to
that shared center.

GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE SUPPORTS
COMMON GOAL

The realigning process has led to a new governance
structure which allows for integrated planning. The
rabbi, educational director, and lay leadership collabo-
rate closely to coordinate programs, schedules and cur-
riculum. Two newly formed committees nurture the
change process. The Learning Council oversees learning
for adults to ensure that there are links with learning for
children, while a Developing Community Committee cre-
ates programs and policies to maximize congregants’
engagement and sense of belonging.

EVALUATION

Evaluation is an important aspect of a systems approach
because it can keep the decision-makers focused on the
power of a change to further organizational goals, rather
than simply allowing them to react to feedback on
whether participants enjoyed a particular program. For
Beth Am Israel, the relevant question for evaluation is
whether a change fosters a Shabbat-centered community.
A mark of the success of the Beit Midrash experiment,
for example, was a survey in which families who partici-
pated in the program identified its most important aspect
as the sense of belonging to a community.

CONCLUSION

While many challenges remain for Beth Am Israel, the
insights gained from its small-scale experiments have
resulted in a broader, systemic perspective. The congre-
gation now strives to design its governance structure,
curriculum, scheduling, staff development, and even its
architecture so as to achieve a common goal. Lay and
professional leadership share a vocabulary and perspec-
tive on institutional change that reflects an understand-
ing that the congregation is a living organism that is
strengthened when it operates as an integrated whole.
Based upon Beth Am Israel’s experience, a systems
approach is a promising tool for congregations seeking to
move beyond disjointed efforts at change and pursue a
more integrated model of Jewish religious community.

Cyd B. Weissman has been the Director of Education at

Congregation Beth Am for the past nine years. A graduate

of the University of Pennsylvania, Gratz College and Penn

State University, she holds two Masters Degrees and has

been in Jewish education for 21 years.

Rabbi Marc Margolius has been spiritual leader of

Congregation Beth Am Israel, Penn Valley, PA, since 1989.

He is a graduate of Yale Law School and the

Reconstructionist Rabbinical College.
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I n this article, we reflect on our experiences over the
past few years with the Peninsula Havurah High
( P HH), a community-based supplementary high

s chool serving approximately 190 teens in grades 9–12 in
the heart of the Silicon Va l l e y. While we cannot possibly
be comprehensive, we offer some observations on the ten-
sions inherent in creating and maintaining a school serv-
ing teens from diverse synagogues. 

The PHH began four years ago as a collaborative project
of two synagogues in the Palo Alto area of California (a
2000 family Reform congregation and a 600 family
Conservative congregation) and the Bureau of Je w i s h
Education, which provides direct educational programs as
well as support services and resources for educators.

To d ay, we are no longer a start-up but moving into a peri-
od of stabilization. The first few years were tumultuous.
We had three directors in four years, we saw the complete
t u rn over of rabbinic personnel in the largest of our syna-
gogue partners, and two additional synagogues came on
board. We also professionalized our gov e rnance structure,
established a core faculty, and underwent a thorough out-
side evaluation by JESNA. While there remain issues to be
resolved, we have learned some important lessons from
our experi e n c e s .

COL L A BORAT ION

Partners understand that in the interest of bri n gi n g
together a critical mass of teens for weekly learning and
socializing, they must be willing to trade off some be n e f i t s
of running their own programs. Nevertheless, within the
organizational processes of planning and policy-making,
tensions inv a riably arise. The collaborating partners expe-
rience the contradiction of simultaneously wearing their
institutional hats (whereby they represent their institution
in the partnership) and their community hats (whereby the
s chool’s community-building goals are pri m a r y ) .

C o n f i rmation is one example of this dilemma. How can

the school protect the confirmation program of the
R e f o rm synagogue, providing the rabbis of that congr e g a-
tion the time they need with their students, without hin-
d e ring the rest of the program? Beyond time allocation,
the issue is complicated by the concern that a strong con-
f i rmation program may adversely affect retention in the
11th grade (since confirmed teens feel they’re “done”).
Should the confirmation program of one partner, already
compromised by time given to school-wide progr a m m i n g ,
be diluted further?

Another problem is the perception that when the commu-
nity high school meets at a synagogue with better facilities,
partners are sacrificing their member loyalty and connec-
tion to their own synagogue. It seems that they are “los-
ing” the parents in order to better serve the teens.

In the community model, each partner will occasionally
ask the tough questions: Are we still doing right by our
own denomination, our synagogue’s needs, and our goals
for our teens? On the other hand, would shifting the bal-
ance compromise our shared goal of imbuing our teens
with the comfort they will need in a trans-denominational
setting to take on leadership roles in the college Hillel and
be y o n d ?

These tensions may well be irresolvable. They cannot,
h ow e v e r, be ignored. We have learned that time must be
set aside for listening to each others’ needs and concern s
in order to turn self-interest into enlightened self-interest. 

Before opening our fourth school year, PHH held a Vi s i o n
Retreat, using an outside facilitator, to focus on areas of
success and tension and to revisit our ori ginal founding
p rinciples. The good will generated at the retreat renewed
support for the shared vision of the PHH and engendered
a feeling of cooperation and willingness to work with sub-
committees addressing specific issues. 

The Vision Retreat, along with a thorough formative eval-
uation conducted by JESNA, helped us formalize some of

A Community-Based Supplementary High School Program:
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the implicit understandings that partner institutions had
developed during the initial “experimental” phase of the
c o l l a boration. It proved to be particularly important for
e a ch partner to articulate, for themselves and for the part-
n e ring synagogues, the gains and losses their institutions
associated with the collaboration. 

Our next step will be to add “at-large” members to our
Partners Council. These members will represent the com-
m u n i t y, rather than individual partners. Such independent
voices may free the partners to represent their own institu-
tional issues more often. They will ensure that the Council
continues to consider the integrity and long-term health of
the program as a whole.

PROGRA MMING

Just as tensions arise when balancing partner and commu-
nal needs the great challenge of programming a commu-
nity school is the tension of v a riety versus vision. We knew
our mission was general enough to accommodate a wide
spectrum of student needs and back grounds, as well as the
denominational differences. We also knew be t t e r, how e v e r,
than to succumb to the “be i n g - a l l - t h i n gs - t o - a l l - p e o p l e ”
syndrome. 

Synagogue education directors are used to requests for
additions to their programs, such as Israel-advocacy pro-
gramming, advanced Hebrew classes, community service
options, traditional text study, arts and music options, and
so on. They are used to explaining that their schools can-
not do everything. We have seen, how e v e r, that in a com-
munity school, if one institutional partner feels that it has
given up its own program, it wants to be compensated by
o f f e ring classes that may not fit the evolving vision of this
new program. 

The principal’s job is to protect the “character” of the
s chool. For community high schools to attract and retain
teens, they must maintain authenticity; they must stand
for something and thus have a v i s i o n even if this means
not offering everything that every partnering congr e g a t i o n
requests. Teens who continue to attend a Hebrew high
s chool often do so because they perceive it as representing
authenticity in contrast to the larger consumer culture,
w h i ch fawningly caters to their wishes without standing for
a ny t h i n g .

In our school, we have chosen to model adult-level inter-
action with the Jewish tradition by holding progr a m m i n g
up to the model of “the step before college” instead of the
“the step after 8th gr a d e .” Teens judge everything, includ-
ing Jewish programming, not by what it says, but by what
it does. We make sure our classes and retreats do not meet
in settings obviously meant for children. Our 9th gr a d e
c u r riculum includes the study of classical texts, from com-
mentary on G e n e s i s , to the sources of Milton Steinbe r g ’ s
As a Driven Leaf, to Ka b b a l i s t i c texts. Our electives
include a number of comparative religion courses that
prepare students for late-night discussions in a typically
diverse college dorm i t o r y. We are developing a drama
elective, not just to have the kids put on a show, but
rather to model an adult actors’ workshop, appropriate for
students who are often starring in complex high sch o o l
productions. And in general, we encourage teachers to
model a genuine adult enthusiasm and interaction with
Jewish sources. They thereby s h o w rather than t e l l t h e i r
l ove of learning; they are mentors and role models, rather
than merely conveyers of inform a t i o n .

Our focus does limit our ability to respond to the progr a m-
matic suggestions of the synagogue partners. It also forces
us to discount some options for attracting kids to school on
a short-term basis with programs that do not fit into our
model. If the school attracts teens by claiming to be
focused on “adult Jewish life,” but then contradicts itself in
its community service class by having the teens make clay
h a n u ki o t to give to the Jewish Home for Elders, teens will
q u i ckly notice the disconnect. If the program assures 11th
and 12th graders, “If you come back, we won’t waste your
time,” it cannot then offer them a class in Jewish cooking.
In that case, the teacher ought not be surprised that teens
p ri o ritize working on an A.P. History paper or reading
S i d d h a r t h a than on program attendance, even when the
teens themselves had begged for the “fun cooking class.”
We work hard to avoid mixed messages.

COMMUNITY SUPPORT AND
REL AT IONSHIPS

D u ring its first few years, the PHH did not create a visible
community presence; the weekly successes of the sch o o l
did not travel beyond the school site. There were membe r s
of the local regional Federation Council who were
u n aware of our school, and even those who were aware of
it did not know precisely what it was. Although our pri n c i-
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pal made it a pri o rity to visit with each rabbi and educator
at the four partnering congregations, the PHH did not
p e rmeate the consciousness of those synagogues, remain-
ing more or less invisible except to the families with teens
attending the program. 

One might wonder why the PHH remained such a well-
kept secret for so many years. 

When the school opened, it received a grant from a
Supporting Foundation of the Jewish Community
E n d owment Fund through the BJE, but the local
Federation Council was not asked for its input or financial
support. Garn e ring local federation support was not on the
list of pri o rities, since the school had a generous grant, and
there were plenty of other things that needed to happen to
ensure a successful program. Thus, the local Fe d e r a t i o n
Council and Allocations Committee were not involved in
the initial planning phases of the PHH, nor were they
instrumental in securing funding from the Fe d e r a t i o n ’ s
E n d owment Fund due to the internal structure by which
the federation handles endowment matters. The local coun-
cil therefore had no ownership of the program’s success.

The synagogues also were not responsible for general and
financial support; they were responsible for providing the
site and rabbis to teach. They were not responsible for any
community outreach to unaffiliated teens, or to help find
potential funders.

Complicating matters, the PHH mostly serves teens whose
parents are members of synagogues. In this federation
c o m m u n i t y, there is a tension between funding non-syna-

gogue programs and providing material supports to syna-
gogues to serve their own members. This causes reluc-
tance to support programs perceived as exclusively serving
synagogue membe r s h i p s .

A final factor was turn over: The head rabbi at the largest
synagogue and his colleagues (educator rabbi and associ-
ate rabbi), who were key players at the inception of the
s chool, had all moved on. Their replacements were asked
to embrace a vision they had not helped to create.

For all of these reasons, we have extensive work ahead of
us as we deepen our relationships with the Fe d e r a t i o n
Council and the synagogues in order to build broader sup-
port for the Peninsula Hebrew High. This year we be g a n
by inviting members of the Council to come to school one
night for an interactive text learning session. After a lively
evening of ch e v r u t a l e a rning and b e i t - m i d r a s h buzz, the
adults understood that they had participated in something
the teens experience weekly — that is, engaging in stimu-
lating and intellectually ch a l l e n ging Jewish conv e r s a t i o n s .

N a d av Caine is Principal of the Peninsula Havurah High and

a doctoral candidate in Modern Jewish Thought at Stanford

U n i v e r s i t y. He holds a Bachelor’s from Princeton University

and Master’s from Harvard University in Religious Th o u g h t .

N e chama Tamler received her undergraduate degree in

humanities from U.C. Berkeley and earned an M.A. in

M a r riage, Family and Child Counseling. She spent a year as a

Jerusalem Fe l l ow before joining the staff of the Bureau of

Jewish Education in San Francisco as the Director of the

Teen Initiative four years ago.

Kesher Community Hebrew School/After School
LINDA ECHT AND AVIVA RICHMAN

K esher Community Hebrew School/After School
was founded in 1992 with the idea of combin-
ing quality after-school care with the finest

Hebrew and Jewish education. It began as a means to
address both the needs of working parents and their
desire for strong Jewish education and community. Ten
years later, Kesher’s reputation for strong curriculum and

child care is well established, and it now has a waiting
list as long as its list of current families. 

Kesher, Hebrew for “connection,” is a program that com-
bines K–8 after-school child care with Jewish learning.
In a joy-filled, nurturing environment, the program pro-
vides the Jewish knowledge, sense of community, and



vitality of spirit that lay the foundation for the formation
of proud, educated Jews. In an atmosphere of respect
and camaraderie, children and their families come to
value Jewish learning as a process unfolding throughout
their lives. 

DIVERSITY AND KAVOD

Currently Kesher has families from seven different
towns. Approximately 57% of Kesher families are affiliat-
ed with area congregations and chavurot, while 43% are
unaffiliated. Among the families there is a wide range in
levels of observance. Kesher’s inclusive policy and atti-
tude have attracted a number of families who, for vari-
ous reasons (e.g., being mixed-faith or same-sex parents),
have felt dissatisfied or unwelcome elsewhere in the
Jewish and secular communities. 

The program recognizes the salience of a family’s need
to be part of a community, particularly a Jewish commu-
nity, and therefore Kesher emphasizes community build-
ing. As a foundation of its community, Kesher empha-
sizes kavod (respect) in all aspects of life: respect for
oneself, for others, and for shared environment and
space.

At the beginning of each year, every group of children in
Kesher creates a brit (contract or agreement) centered on
kavod, serving as a guide steeped in Jewish values to
support what they learn and help them navigate together
as a Jewish community. The children are also recognized
and acknowledged by their teachers and their peers for
performing “acts of kavod.” Kavod is the cornerstone at
Kesher from which the curriculum is built. 

COMMUNITY OF TEACHERS

The leadership of Kesher is passionate and committed to
the Jewish education of all of its constituents, including
the tsevet (staff). The emphasis that Kesher puts on cre-
ating a learning community among its tsevet is critical to
the success of creating a larger Kesher community.
Kesher leadership believes that its teachers and adminis-
trators should be learning and growing both profession-
ally and Jewishly. They also believe that teachers should
be very connected to the children and their families’
lives. Most of the teachers work at least 24 hours a week,
which gives them time to meet with education directors,

discuss individual students, plan and study, and play with
the kids before structured learning time. This also allows
for regular staff meetings to discuss and reflect upon cur-
riculum and program structure. 

TEACHING AND LEARNING

Kesher’s philosophy of curriculum and instruction is
learner-centered. This leads to a flexible approach,
allowing for a range of modes through which one can
learn, accommodating a variety of abilities in one class-
room, and encouraging the reflection of teacher interests
and strengths through the curriculum. 

We enact the Judaica curriculum in much the same way
as the Rabbis studied the Torah, each time discovering
new ideas and experiences with an ever-growing depth.
For us it is not only the Torah, but the entirety of Jewish
tradition that beckons us to “turn and turn.” In order to
provide these turns, we have created a three-year cycle,
each year setting the course for a different journey
through the same Jewish text. Our cycle includes a year
that focuses on Jewish values and ethics, a year that
focuses on Jewish history, and a year that focuses on the
Jewish calendar. Over the course of three years, Kesher
students will encounter certain core ideas at different
developmental levels. With each encounter, they are able
to glean something new and relevant to their lives. 

Kesher’s program for teaching Hebrew language is based
on the proficiency approach. Essential to this approach is
that the language becomes relevant to the learners. This
learner-centered method emphasizes the ability to func-
tion in the language. Students are divided into groups
that are based on proficiency and developmental readi-
ness. Unit themes are designed to be relevant to the kids’
lives, such as Kesher environment, family, home, holi-
days, and Israel. The students improve their proficiency
levels in all the skill areas: reading, writing, speaking, lis-
tening, and grammar. Students at all levels work with the
same themes at the same time, creating a cohesive envi-
ronment.

THE KESHER MODEL

We believe that creating a warm learning environment
based on Jewish values is critical to the foundation of
Jewish learning. By taking a holistic view of Jewish edu-
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cation and creating a diverse learning community,
Kesher acknowledges the changing demographics of
America’s Jewish families while helping children, fami-
lies, and teachers understand that we each have a place
in Jewish history and that we are responsible for our
Jewish future. Kesher is grateful to the Covenant
Foundation for recognizing the significance of its pio-
neering new method of teaching Hebrew and Judaica in
an informal setting.

Linda Echt is the Founding Director of Kesher. She has a

Master’s Degree of Administration & Education from Lesley

College. 

Aviva Richman is the Associate Director of Kesher. She has

a Master’s Degree in Education in Creative Arts in Learning

from Lesley College.

Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• Morton & Kudan list indicators of a congregation that
“recognizes the valued role of the educator.” 

— To what extent does your congregation meet their
c ri t e ria? Wh i ch of these cri t e ria seem “unthink-
able” in your congregation, and why? What would
need to change in your congregation in order to
institute these changes? What, if anything, do you
think this says about the rabbi-educator partner-
ship in your synagogue? 

— Are you convinced by their thesis that the rela-
tionship between the rabbi and the educator play s
a crucial role in embodying the role of Je w i s h
education within the synagogue?

— To what extent is the successful rabbi-educator
partnership a function of specific personalities,
and to what extent is it a matter of role delineation
and structural factors?

• Weissman & Margolius caution against rushing to
“inadequate and simplistic” conclusions, endorsing

“a process of reflection, experimentation and align-
m e n t .” What were the elements in the process of
change in their synagogue? Do you believe the
process can tend to be of equal importance to the
product in effecting transformative ch a n g e ?

• Unlike the after-school program descri bed by Echt &
R i chman, which operates outside of any institution or
denomination, the Havurah High descri bed by Caine
& Tamler operates cooperatively with various institu-
tional partners. What are the challenges and strengt h s
of each of these models? Will they tend to serve dif-
ferent constituencies? What strategies are necessary
for success with each model?

• All four of these cases push us to think beyond cate-
g o ries and divisions toward integrated visions of
Jewish education that forge connections and blur
bo u n d a ries. In your context, what are the new way s
you could be thinking about your institutions, your
professionals, and your constituents?



A s Jack Wertheimer asserts in his article on
Jewish education in the United States (1999),
“The 1990s saw a resurgence of interest in

reviving and even recreating supplementary educa-
tion….Suddenly, the supplementary-school system —
long regarded as the most pedestrian, if not hopeless,
setting for Jewish education — became ‘hot,’ as Jewish
educators rushed to reconceive the entire enterprise in
bold, if experimental, terms.”1

Wertheimer posits several reasons for this turnabout.
First, few educators were prepared to scrap the largest
school system in the field of Jewish education. The fact
that the majority of Jewish children continue to enroll in
supplementary schools, and not day schools, made it
unrealistic to give up on this form of education. Second,
a reexamination of the entire system prompted a recon-
sideration of basic issues. 2 Steven Cohen’s contention
that “no Jewish education is the least effective, and that
a lot of Jewish education helps Jewish identity a lot, and
a little Jewish education helps Jewish identity a little,”3

prompted Donald Feinstein and Barry Shrage, two lead-
ing federation professionals, to warn against “writ(ing)
off the great middle group of Jewish children who get a
‘limited Jewish education.”4 Third, some educators

argued for a new approach to this type of Jewish educa-
tion — creating a different set of goals that would nurture
a positive attachment to Judaism and Jewish peoplehood,
rather than focusing primarily on the transmission of
information and the development of skills.5 The argu-
ment was that this approach would lead to the results
actually desired from supplementary school education.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

The congregational/supplementary school system is a
multi-million dollar endeavor that historically has suf-
fered from insufficient financial resources.6 The bulk of
financing has come from tuition fees paid by parents and
the indirect taxation of all congregational members to
cover the costs of the schools. One policy question with
which the Jewish community has wrestled over the
decades has been whether the larger community should
finance Jewish education. A study of the Boston Jewish
community in 1975 concluded that “while of great
importance to respondents…(the) sponsorship (of Jewish
education) may be seen as a synagogal rather than
a…federation or communal function.”7

Nevertheless, federations have a history of allocating
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Federation Funding of Congregational/Supplementary Schools
STEVEN KRAUS

F U N D I N G

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R

In his article on federation funding of congregational and supplementary schools, Steven Kraus provides an overview of

the financing of part-time Jewish education, noting recent developments and emerging trends. His findings indicate an

increase in federation funding of congregational and communal supplementary schools. He highlights some communi-

ties in which federations have provided funding for supplementary schools through funding formulas or allocations

linked to school improvement initiatives. This survey of the field will provide context for federations in the process of

rethinking their stance on the funding of congregational and communal part-time education.

1 Jack Wertheimer, “Jewish Education in the United States,” American Jewish Year Book (1999): 62.
2 Wertheimer, 62.
3 Wertheimer, 62.
4 Wertheimer, 63.
5 Wertheimer, 64.
6 Wertheimer argues that, based on an estimate of $1,500 per student to deliver a supplementary school education, the system expends $750

million per year. Wertheimer, “Talking Dollars and Sense About Jewish Education,” The AVI CHAI Foundation (2001): 4.
7 Wertheimer, “Jewish Education,” 27.
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funds for Jewish education. In 1998, between
3%–55.8%, with a median of 27.5%, of total local alloca-
tions went to Jewish education. The lion’s share of that
amount (between 3%–27.5%, with a median of 10.25%)
went to central agencies for Jewish education, the local
organizations established to support Jewish education on
the community level. A portion of the money did make
its way into the schools, as well. In earlier years, federa-
tions primarily supported communal schools, often the
local Talmud Torah. But, as the number of communal
schools decreased and the number of congregational
schools increased, the question of federation involvement
became far more complicated. The sheer immensity of
the costs and the potential pitfalls of having to negotiate
ideological and denominational issues had to be con-
fronted.

The proliferation of day schools helped to complicate the
debate about federation funding for Jewish education.
Initially there was strong opposition to communal sup-
port for day schools on the grounds that they served only
a narrow segment of the population and the interests of
particular denominations, rather than the total commu-
nity. And even day school advocates conceded that if fed-
erations wanted to make a serious dent in day school
costs by assuming responsibility for half their budgets,
the entire domestic spending of the federated system
would have to go solely to fund Jewish education, a com-
pletely unrealistic option.8

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

So, where are we today? The table above compares fed-

eration allocations for congregational/supplementary
schools and day schools for the years 1996-98.9

The table illustrates the ratio of allocations to congrega-
tional/supplementary schools and day schools. Day
schools received five to six times the share of federation
funding that congregational/communal supplementary
schools received in 1996–98. It is important to keep sev-
eral things in mind when interpreting these figures. More
than 66% of students who are currently enrolled in
Jewish education are in congregational or communal
supplementary schools. Although enrollment in day
schools is much lower, annual per capita costs for day
school education are nearly seven times supplementary
school costs. It is estimated that the average annual cost
of a day school education is $10,000 per student com-
pared to $1,500 per supplementary school student.10

Furthermore, the table above only reports funding to
schools provided through the federation allocation sys-
tem. Day schools, in particular, also receive significant
amounts of communal funding from other sources (e.g.
restricted funds and endowments). In addition, although
data for years later than 1998 are not available, it is like-
ly that the level of allocations to day schools in recent
years is even higher than listed in the table above. 

EMERGING TRENDS IN FEDERATION
ALLOCATIONS TO CONGREGATIONAL
SUPPLEMENTARY EDUCATION

Currently, there is some evidence that federations are
beginning to re-examine and modify their approaches to

FEDERATION ALLOCATIONS FOR CONGREGATIONAL/SUPPLEMENTARY SCHOOLS
AND DAY SCHOOLS

Federation Cong/Supp School Cong/Supp School Federation Day School Day School
Allocations Allocation as Allocation as Allocations Allocation as Allocation as

For Cong/Supp % of Total % of Total For Day % of Total % of Total
Year Schools Jewish Ed. Allocation Local Allocation Schools Jewish Ed. Allocation Local Allocation

1996 $4,466,000 7.1% 1.7% $26,762,000 42.4% 10.3%
1997 $5,083,000 7.9% 2.0% $27,457,000 42.4% 10.7%
1998 $6,204,000 8.7% 2.2% $34,836,000 48.9% 12.5%

8 Wertheimer, “Jewish Education,” 29.
9 Based on allocations reports published by the Council for Jewish Federations from 1996-1999.
10 Wertheimer, “Talking Dollars and Sense,” 3-4. 



funding congregational supplementary education. The
subsidization of congregational schools by federations
signals a significant change in federation-synagogue rela-
tions. 

JESNA began to update information about federation
allocations to congregational supplementary schools by
sending an email query to directors of central agencies
for Jewish education during the summer of 2001. The
directors were asked to provide information about fund-
ing that was distributed through the central agencies as
well financial support going directly to the schools.
Thirty-one of the 66 central agency directors who are
members of the Association of Directors of Central
Agencies (ADCA) responded to the query.11

Although the data gathered from the central agency
directors is preliminary and incomplete, several notewor-
thy trends emerged that merit attention: 

• Community schools (compared to congregational
schools) continue to receive higher levels of financial
support from the federations. 

• Most communities that fund congregational schools
seek to link allocations to factors that will positively
influence the quality of education (e.g., contact hours
for students, professional development for teachers,
written curricula) in addition to any per capita allot-
ments. In a few communities, funding is also provided
to the congregations for scholarships.

• Many communities offer special grants to spur develop-
ment in designated areas (e.g., creating and upgrading
family education programs, use of technology). 

• Several communities are funding “school improvement
initiatives” to support transformational change in con-
gregational schools. Such initiatives are organized on
the local level (e.g., Philadelphia’s Designated Schools
Initiative or Hartford’s La’atid Initiative) while others
are national (e.g., the Experiment in Congregational
Education or Synagogue 2000).

Federation Allocations to Congregational Schools 

Central agencies administer the distribution of commu-
nal funding to congregational supplementary schools in
14 of the 31 responding communities. The total alloca-
tions to congregational schools in these communities

range from $300 to $700,000. The ranges vary greatly,
even when broken down by community size. Criteria for
determining the allocations include:

• Meeting community standards for minimum number of
hours of instruction per week (e.g. six hours/week)

• Formulas based on teacher salaries and number of stu-
dents

• Formulas based on number of students who receive
tuition assistance

• School enrollment and grade levels served

• Money spent by schools on school programming

• Grants through RFPs

Congregational supplementary schools receive funding
directly (without central agency involvement) in 17 of
the 31 responding communities. Mechanisms for provid-
ing financial support to congregational supplementary
school in these communities include:

• Grants through RFPs

• Grants to support school improvement/change initia-
tives

• Formulas based on teacher salary and number of stu-
dents

• Support for technology initiatives

• Funding for family educators

• Support for special education programs

• Initiatives directed toward specific geographic areas

Scholarship Support for Congregational Schools

Two communities, Philadelphia and Detroit, provide
funds ear-marked for scholarship assistance to each
school in the community as part of their annual alloca-
tions to supplementary schools. Both of these programs
began within the past five years. In Philadelphia, the
amount is dependent on the school enrollment in the
previous year and the range of assistance allocated is
between $300 and $5,000 per school. Detroit also uses a
formula that is based on need and is related to syna-
gogue dues. This year Detroit is disbursing $500,000 for
this program. 
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Funding Linked to School Improvement Initiatives

Four communities, Los Angeles, Broward County, San
Francisco, and Columbus, have created funding models
that seek to maximize contact hours, encourage profes-
sional development, and promote school improvement. 

• Los Angeles, CA. The BJE of Los Angeles has been
allocating funds to qualifying K–12 supplementary
schools on a per-pupil basis for over 40 years. To quali-
fy, schools must meet a variety of institutional require-
ments and the students must enroll for the equivalent
of six hours per week. Schools enrolling approximately
5,000 of the 14,000 supplementary school students in
Los Angeles qualify. Recognizing that continuing
Jewish educational involvement in the high school
years is vital and that supplementary secondary schools
rarely meet for six hours weekly, a per pupil subsidy
was also established for those studying fewer than six
hours per week. In 1994, the allocation system was
expanded beyond per-capita grants to include program
grants for implementing activities recommended
through a newly initiated school accreditation process.
Schools can receive grants ranging from $3,750 to
$7,500 to implement school improvement initiatives
that are recommended through the accreditation
process. Los Angeles’ allocation process achieves sever-
al programmatic goals, such as increasing the number
of hours of instruction per week and encouraging
improvement through the accreditation-related grants. 

• Broward County, FL. Broward County’s Synagogue
School Funding program has two requirements: 1) the
educational director, or a designated synagogue profes-
sional, must attend the monthly meeting of the Council
of Education Directors; and 2) teachers in the schools
must attend professional growth workshops equal to
twice the number of hours/week they teach, up to a
maximum of eight hours. Teachers are given an hourly
stipend, beginning with the third hour of professional
growth. The balance of the funding allocated through a
formula that takes into account the number of hours of
instruction and the number of students in each school.
In addition, schools receive an additional $125 for each
licensed teacher they hire. Broward County’s process,
which has been in place for more than 12 years,
ensures the participation of teachers and principals in
ongoing professional growth opportunities.

• San Francisco, CA. San Francisco allocates approxi-
mately $150,000 to its 23 congregations in two ways: 1)

all schools that meet basic criteria (or minimum stan-
dards) may apply for school improvement funds based
on student enrollment and the number of hours of
instruction. A smaller sum of money is available for
innovation grants.

• Columbus, OH. Columbus’ Jewish Federation imple-
mented an allocation system in 2001 that establishes
minimum standards and seeks to foster innovation. In
order to receive federation funding for students in
grades K–12 congregations must meet the following
standards:

— There must be a responsible lay structure that meets
regularly to establish policies and procedures.

— There must be a clear written statement of educa-
tional goals and objectives for the school program.

— Faculty must use written curricula that include learn-
ing objectives, subjects, texts, and resources. Th e r e
must be a formal process to review curri c u l u m .

— The school must have a paid professional leader.

— There must be adequate facilities, equipment, and
supplies for educational programming.

— The school must have a formal process, outlined in
writing, for the assessment of student progress.

— The institution must have a written Professional
Development Plan for all staff that is approved by
the Education Committee. This should include a
process for each member of the staff.

— Classes must meet for at least six hours per week. 

— The school must have a written student attendance
policy.

— The institution must have a written statement of
required and desired qualifications for teachers.

— The school should adhere to a consistent and appro-
priate salary scale for teachers and aides in writing.

— The school must provide regular reporting to
Federation, as requested.

— The congregation and school must regularly
acknowledge Federation in material promoting the
school and other appropriate publications.

Once schools meet these eligibility standards, potential
funding is divided into two pools. First, schools receive
allocations based on a formula that factors in the num-
ber of students and the hours of instruction. Second,
incentive grants are available for projects to enhance the
quality of the educational programs.



CONCLUSION

Congregational supplementary schools have traditionally
received a minimal percentage of federation allocations,
both in absolute terms and compared to allocations to
day schools. However, some evidence is beginning to
emerge that federations are increasing their financial
support to congregational schools. This signals the com-
munity’s renewed interest in congregational supplemen-
tary education as well as new thinking about ways to

improve the quality of this form of Jewish education.
Additional research will be needed to document the
effects of linking standards and professional development
to the allocation process, providing scholarships for
needy families and providing incentive grants for
improvement and programming. 

Steven Kraus serves as Director of School Support and

Development at JESNA in New York City. He holds an M.A.

in Jewish History from the Jewish Theological Seminary.
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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• Kraus presents a variety of models currently used by
federations to provide funding for part-time Je w i s h
education in their communities. Some are aimed at
increasing access to Jewish education, while others
are directed to improving the quality of that educa-
tion. Should communal funding be contingent on cri-

t e ria related to educational quality? What cri t e ri a
would you ch o o s e ?

• Shrage writes that “any serious effort to engage the
federation in the work of educational change and
Jewish continuity would…require a serious working
c o l l a boration with congregations. What role could
funding play in building this partnership?
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Anne, what do you see as your greatest achievements in the

area of congregational education?

I believe I have helped to create a school where ch i l d r e n
develop a sense of pride and love for their Judaism and
b ring that passion home to their families. We have a reli-
gious school where children feel at home, connected to
and part of the community. There is a “buzz” in the class-
rooms filled with the laughter and chatter of happy voices,
whether that be in the kindergarten class or in our
C o n f i rmation progr a m .

Rather than focus on one fabulous program as a “gr e a t
a chievement,” it is this sense of energy and spirit that one
feels amongst the staff, within the circle of parents, in the
sanctuary filled with children, or within the typical class-
room. Families love being in our school, and solid Je w i s h
m e m o ries are being established.

What are some key factors contributing to effective congre-

gational education?

The support system for the school needs to be strong,
from clergy to faculty, from lay involvement to custodial
team. Parents need to see themselves as partners with
synagogue staff in our efforts to educate their children.
They therefore need every opportunity to learn and grow
Jewishly as their children blossom in school.
Congregational education can no longer be seen solely as
formal classroom education during school hours. Instead,
Shabbatonim, retreats, youth group activities, and Israel
experiences are all facets of congregational education.

If you were to offer advice to congregational leaders about

strategies that can have a g reat impact on their congrega-

tional education,what would you tell them?

It is healthy for children to see that adults in their syna-
gogue are also active in congregational life. Encourage an
increased parent interest and participation in your pro-
gr a m m i n g .

The rabbi should be a presence in the building on Sunday
m o rn i n gs, interacting with the students. 

Take time to recognize and compliment the successes of
your faculty. It is all too easy to complain about an ov e r-
sight, yet easy to forget a simple compliment like, “Jo b
well done!”

Board members need to be as interested in their sch o o l s
as they are in the building structure and budget. Th e y
need to attend programs even when their own ch i l d r e n
h ave graduated and moved on.

How do you define success for your congregation’s educa-

tional program?

I think every educator shares a similar image of the “suc-
cessful graduate” of a synagogue school. That child would
possess a solid foundation of knowledge about God, To r a h,
and Israel, having absorbed the key aspects of a well-con-
structed curriculum. That same graduate would lov e
Judaism with soul and spirit, imbued with pride and self
worth as a Je w. The successful graduate would live life
according to d e r e ch eretz, truly understanding the concept

An Interview with Dr. Anne Lidsky, a 1998 Recipient of the
Covenant Foundation Award
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of being a m e n s ch and striving to be one. And last, the
graduates we hope to produce would feel a personal con-
nection to God, even exploring their disappointments and
conflicts, understanding that this sacred relationship will
continue to change as they mature.

Te a chers, too, need support from the educators so that
they can gr ow, both professionally and personally.
Te a chers need to understand that they often are the cen-
tral Jewish role models for their students and that the
s p i rit with which they teach is often more important than
the facts behind the subject matter. Their be h aviors and
the way they treat children are central to successful con-
gregational education. If a teacher is passionate abo u t
Judaism, that passion will be contagious to the students.

The school culture must allow for every student to be a
“ s t a r.” No matter what academic or social ability he or she
possesses, every child must feel acceptance and connect-
edness — a sense of home and be l o n ging. At the same
time, parents must feel that the synagogue is where they
want to be as a family unit.

A congregation’s education program must be seen as part
of the larger center for learning in the synagogue. Ad u l t
education, intergenerational programming, informal youth
p r o gramming, social action and family education go hand-
in-hand with religious school education — all are parts of
the large picture of success.

What are your dreams for the future of your congregation’s

educational program?

My dreams involve enough physical space, financial sup-
port, and qualified personnel to plan, create, and then
facilitate a significant number of interactive programs. I
see yearly weekend retreats for each class from 4th
through 10th grades. Increased family and parent educa-
tion programs are a must, so that children are not be i n g
educated in a vacuum, and parents are given every oppor-
tunity to become their children’s teach e r s .

Dr. Anne Lidsky has been the Director of Education at

Temple Jeremiah, Northfield, IL, for the past 21 years. Anne

has become known in the Chicago area Jewish community

through her leadership as a workshop facilitator for the

Community Foundation for Jewish Education and for

Temple Sisterhoods, both in and out of the Midwest region.

Highly regarded for powerful workshops on spirituality and

God, Anne has touched the hearts of children and adults

alike. Dr. Lidsky has also been instrumental in creating a

seminar series for pre-marrieds for the Jewish community in

the Chicago area.

Anne is a licensed clinical psychologist, receiving her Ph.D.

from Northwestern University. For the past 19 years, she has

been a therapeutic support group leader for the Les Turner

ALS Foundation in Skokie, IL, an internationally recognized

foundation focusing on Lou Gehrig’s Disease.
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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:

• What are your congregational school’s gr e a t e s t
a chievements? 

• How do you define success for your educational
program? 

• What do you see as key factors contributing to effec-
tive congregational education?
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