Alternative Models of the Religious School


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

Project Kehilla
Reconstructionist Synagogue of the North Shore

Plandome, New York
Model Description: Project Kehilla: 

Increased congregational membership has spawned many affinity programs such as a men’s group, two Rosh Hodesh groups, Shabbat Eve havurot, family centered social action projects, a Shabbat centered school, and adult b’nay mitsva classes, yet the serendipitous intergenerational intersections that occur in a smaller congregation have been lost.  To recreate the accidental connection and intimacy that occurs in small size congregation, the congregation launched Project Kehilla.  

The congregation was divided into ten random units of approximately 36 households that include people that span the generations.  In the course of any given liturgical year, each Kehillah has six group-based experiences that will include a Friday evening Shabbat dinner in the synagogue, a Saturday evening havdalah service, an oral history project, a social action activity and a Pesach workshop.  In addition, people will be assigned to homes based on their kehillah groups for the congregation’s annual co-operative dinner. 

Vision & Goals:  

Jewish Education occurs in a partnership among the generations, and between the Reconstructionist Synagogue Community and its members.  Our religious school is integrated into our larger synagogue community and draws upon the resources of our entire congregation.  We place a strong emphasis on intergenerational community building and lifelong Jewish learning among all members.

GOALS

1. Our educational programming will reflect our belief in an evolving Jewish civilization.

2. Students will develop a strong sense of belonging to their Jewish community.

3. Students will develop an appreciation of and commitment to life long Jewish identity and education.

4. Intergenerational educational experiences will promote intellectual and cultural stimulation for all members of the synagogue community.

Structure

· 
Who are the learners?

Everyone in the congregation is assigned a kehilla. Congregants were randomly divided into 10 intergenerational groups.  Members are not allowed to change kehillot or request a specific kehilla. 

Participation Requirements:  There are six programs a year, none of which are required.  The program is entirely voluntary.

Enrollment statistics: On average about 33% of the kehilla attends events (this holds true across kehillot).

· When is the learning taking place?
Because there are 10 kehillot, more than one kehilla program can be going on at any given time.  There is one Saturday evening congregation-wide event and one Sunday congregation-wide event that all the kehillot attend simultaneously.  The remaining four events are scheduled as follows: one on a Friday night, one on Saturday night for havdalah, two additional Sunday programs. 

Frequency:  Each kehilla meets six times a year: 1 Friday night, 2 Saturday nights, 3 Sunday morning or afternoon

Sample Schedule:  

Pesach University:  Five kehillot in the morning; five in the afternoon.

Morning: 10 a.m. – 1 p.m.: Two one hour learning sessions (including sessions for children and/or families) and one hour for lunch.

Afternoon: 12 noon – 3 p.m.: Two one hour learning sessions (including sessions for children and/or families) and one hour for lunch.

All ten kehillot overlap for lunch and a community cooking demonstration (from 12 noon – 1:00 p.m.)

Havdala & Dessert: This program takes place at the synagogue.  

6:00 p.m. Connecting activity 
7:00 p.m. Havdalah 
7:20 p.m. Dessert

8:00 p.m. Conclusion
Social Justice project: 10 a.m. – 12:00 noon

10:00 a.m.: Introduction with ritual and brakhot 
10:30 a.m.:  Social justice activity (making 160 bag lunches) 
11:30 a.m.:  Speaker (about the Interfaith Nutrition Network), lunch 

12:00 p.m.:  Conclusion
· 
Where is the learning taking place?  

The learning takes place both at the synagogue and in member homes, depending on the program.  There are two large spaces in the building which are used.  Often more than one kehilla program is occurring at any given time, so the building is being used heavily.

· Parallel v. Independent: This program is totally distinct from and independent of the congregation’s religious school.  

Curriculum

Content:  The content varies depending upon the theme of the program.  A sample year’s themes:  Shabbat ritual, havdalah, social justice (including a community action project), family heritage project (Jewish Storycorps), Pesach University (multiple learning options on the topic of Pesach).

Teaching

· Characteristics: The two rabbis, cantor, and lead teacher comprise the “faculty” and group leaders.

· Job Description/Expectations: The teaching group functions like a team in every sense of the word.  They divide up the work and programs among them.
· Training:  The group (rabbis, cantor, head teacher) meet bi-weekly to plan and discuss upcoming programs.

Leadership

· 
Professional Leadership:  

Role of Educator:  The Director of Education is a rabbi and oversees the Program together with the senior rabbi, cantor, and lead teacher.

Role of Clergy:  The senior rabbi and the cantor are full partners in the program and trade off leading the groups.  This model is clearly a partnership among the members of the congregation’s professional staff.  

· Lay Leadership

Role of the Committee: There is not one main committee that oversees the program.  Instead, the professional team liaises with the Executive Committee, Board of Trustees, Social Action, Education, Membership and Mutual Support committees.
Congregant Resources: Leadership hopes to pick congregant leaders for each of the kehillot.  The eventual goal is to have internal committees for each kehilla that would consist of several chairpeople in the following areas: education, social action, mutual support.

Infrastructure

· 
Budget

Fees to participants: None

Congregational Expenses: $16,000 (to cover food/meal costs)

Sources of Outside/Additional Funding:  The congregation received two $5,000 grants from members.  The remaining $6,000 is taken from several budget lines including family education, the social action committee, membership committee and mutual support committee.

· Governance:  Oversight of the program is done primarily by the professional staff with regular reports to the relevant committees.  Once kehillah committees are formed, this is likely to change.
· Resources

Internal: All necessary human resources for the running of the program are drawn from within the congregation, primarily from the professional staff.  Financial support has been received from two congregants in the form of two $5,000 grants and the remainder ($6,000) is drawn from different lines in the congregation’s operating and committee budgets.

External/Communal: none

Culture
· The synagogue was founded in the late 1950s by a group of families looking to form a committed and caring community based on the tenets of Judaism and social justice. The congregation has grown slowly but steadily through the years. Congregants belong enthusiastically, with the understanding that the synagogue community thrives and is enriched by the participation of its membership. The membership is diverse in age, profession, interest, background and Jewish education. 

· A hallmark of the congregation is the longevity of the professional staff.  The “newest” member of the team has been at the congregation for nine years.

Implementation 

· Alternative Model launch – Who, When, Where, What 
The model emerged from The RE-IMAGINE Project.  The Board of Trustees was involved with the development of the program through discussion and reporting at meetings.  Financial resources were the primary obstacle to the implementation of the program since there were to be no participation fees.  Grant requests to outside funders were not successful.  Finally, two members of the congregation came forward with a total of $10,000 in support. At that point, the remaining $6,000 was allocated from committee and program budget lines.  The launch of the model was highly publicized (“a media blitz”) throughout the congregation:  in sermons on high holidays and Friday nights and in bulletin articles.
· Challenges
Initially there was some “pushback” from members.  In particular, there was ambivalence around the random nature of the kehillot.  Members expressed dissatisfaction that someone would “try to pick my friends for me.”  Some members asked to move to a different kehilla.  The staff held their ground and the response has been quite good.  About one-third of the membership has actively participated in the kehillot programs.  
Another significant challenge has been financial resources.  Because of the commitment to offer the programs free of charge and include a meal or refreshments at each program (one is pot luck), the costs are significant.  This will be an ongoing issue until a more permanent funding model is found.
The Experiment in Congregational Education (ECE)—

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