TEN EXPERIMENTS TEACHERS CAN TRY

TO RE-IMAGINE THEIR CLASSROOMS AS COMMUNITIES

“To be is to stand for.” Abraham Joshua Heschel
By Cyd Weissman
1. Believe community matters. It is worth trying. Passion will grow. RE-IMAGINING a classroom as a community could be a turnstile to Jewish adulthood.

2. Make a hevra. Practice and plan your experiments with others. Discuss it with your principal. Request release time for planning while students are in choir or art. Have a madrich lead class while teachers study together. Teachers need community too! 

3. Try one experiment. For example, enable students to be responsible for honoring the life cycle: when someone is absent, a student calls home- a misheberech can be said; celebrate with tz’men tov for a birth; a shecheyanu for a soccer team’s first wins. When it doesn’t go well at first, don’t get discouraged. It is all an experiment.
4. Identify and use common language. Our community stands for…?  Identify language to shape expectations and behavior. For example, five middot: Simcha: joy; Dibuk Chaverim: cleave to friends; Malacha: work; Viahavata Lirayacha camocha: treating others as you would like to be treated; Erech Apayim: Being slow to anger.
5. Just say it.  Even when only tiny sparks exists, spot and label. “We are a kehillah. We care for each other and have Jewish tradition to help us care for each other. Rob helped Sam with his Hebrew. That is what we do in our kehillah, viahavta liraycaha camocha.”

6. Use common language for classroom management. “I know you are frustrated, but remember you are made in God’s image. You too can practice erech apayim, be slow to anger.”  It is all about relationships in our community.
7. Create a defining ritual. Begin the day in a way children can anticipate and associate with the community you are creating.  Example, every Sunday begin with Havdalah. (The rabbis said Havdalah can be done up to the Tuesday after Shabbat.) 
8. Lesson plan where the end goal is: build Jewish community. Write lesson plans that begin with: “By the end of the session students will experience being part of a living Jewish community by”….fill in the blanks. Shape lessons so learning will support goal.

9. Lesson plan to link learning to living. Shape lessons that seek to link learning to living. A community lives what it teaches. If it doesn’t, it is hypocritical.

10. Extend the community.  Extend classroom community to other classrooms or the whole school. Extend community to the home and synagogue. Provide parents pathways for participation. Provide tools to use at home, e.g. a magnet with five defining words and values. We talk–live the same values. This is who we are and what we stand for. 
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