Some Dissonance on the

Day School Bandwagon

By STEVEN M. BROWN

he current love affair with day
Tschools was unimaginable
even twenty years ago.' El-
ementary day schools of all denomi-
nations and community orientations
have convinced parents that a rich
bicultural, bilingual, independent
school education is a real option for
Jews of all movements. The success
of these schools in the eighties and
nineties has led to a startling increase
in the number of new day high
schools sprouting up all over the con-
tinent.? Jewish public policy makers
and shakers, particularly those in the
federation ranks, have seized on the
day school phenomenon as “the an-
swer” to Jewish continuity issues.?
And while day schools are proclaimed
as the best educational investment we
can make, synagogue school educa-
tion has continued to recede as a vi-
able alternative in the minds of many
policy makers.4
As a professional who has labored
diligently in the vineyards of both
synagogue and day school education,
I find the present mentality troubling.

At the very time when informed stu-
dents of American Jewish communal
life urge the creation of many gate-
ways into Judaism, one institutional
format is elbowing all the others out
of the way.> But everything we know
today about learning, individual
needs, and multiple intelligences
screams that the era of “one-size-
school-fits-everyone” is gone. My
purpose here is to discuss the serious
pitfalls inherent in allegiance to the
emerging policy of exclusive support

for day schools, and to caution

against neglect of other forms of gate-
ways into Judaism. The explosive
growth of day schools, and the ensu-
ing enthusiastic support of Federa-
tions and family foundations may be
blinding policy makers to some trou-
bling facts that could bring the whole
enterprise to collapse. Here, then, are
some dissonant vibrations about the
day school bandwagon.

Growing teacher shortages

If the raison d’étre of the Jewish day
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school is to provide a serious, in-
depth exposure to Jewish texts, prac-
tice, faith development and inte-
grated learning, then the success of
these schools will be largely depen-
dent on a corps of qualified, commit-
ted Jewish role models (of every de-
nomination, depending on the indi-
vidual school’s mission). These
people simply don’t exist. Ask day
school heads, and you'll find they are
all desperate for qualified Judaic stud-
ies teachers.® Strong anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that nationally, only
150 teachers a year are being pro-
duced on the MA level by all the Jew-
ish teacher training institutions in
North America. Currently, there are
approximately 500 vacancies for
teachers in day schools. No one is
seriously engaged in developing so-
phisticated, funded programs to re-
cruit candidates to a profession in
great need of fiscal enhancement.”
Moreover, many day schools have
enjoyed the luxury of employing gen-
eral studies teachers who enjoy work-
ing at lower pay in a school atmo-
sphere that offers them more control
of curriculum, personal safety and a
feeling of accomplishment than
might be available in public settings.
These legions of general studies
teachers could be earning twice as
much in public schools. That situa-
tion is about to change drastically.
Over the next decade the American
public school system will need ap-
proximately 2,000,000 new teachers
to replace retirees and those leaving
the profession for more lucrative and
personally satisfying jobs.® Any no-
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tion of supply and demand econom-
ics will force a dramatic increase in
what public schools will need and be
willing to pay to attract new, younger
teachers to their staffs.

At the same time, many of the gen-
eral studies teachers who have helped
make our day school systems so suc-
cessful are also approaching retire-
ment. Think about the teachers in
your own child’s day school. How
many are young, in mid-career, or
getting ready to retire? Thus, when
graduates of teacher training colleges
look for jobs in the coming years,
they simply will not be able to afford
to work for independent day schools.
This is not only a problem for Jew-
ish schools, but for independent
schools in general. No major fund-
ing of any sort is being targeted at
this emerging crisis.

One final policy issue affecting
teacher recruitment and retention
needs to be considered by the orga-
nized Jewish community. At the very
least, establishment of a health and
welfare safety net for Jewish teachers
and professionals ought to be as cen-
tral to the national debate as day
school scholarship funding. Every
Jewish teacher, principal or commu-
nal worker should be guaranteed ad-
equate health care coverage, a pen-
sion plan proportionate to their work
in Jewish education and tuition dis-
counts for their children. Jewish edu-
cators aren’t doing their work to get
rich, but knowing that their families
are protected, or that their own chil-
dren can attend a Jewish day school
or summer camp would be a power-
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ful incentive to recruiting and keep-

ing people in the field.”

Shortage of Qualified
School Leaders

Not a week goes by — not one —
without my office getting a call or an
e-mail from the head of a search com-
mittee desperate to hire a head of
school for a new day school or to re-
place one who has left an existing
school. Having done it for 16 years,
I'm convinced there is no harder job
in public Jewish life than being head
of a Jewish day school. The range of
agendas, demands and constituency
needs, and the complexity of mod-
ern families require enormous profes-
sional, interpersonal, business, edu-
cational leadership and visionary
skills. Not many people are trained
to handle these burdens.! Of late
some exciting new programs are
emerging to fast track leadership,
such as the one created at the Will-
iam Davidson Graduate School of
Jewish Education with the help of a
major grant from The Avi Chai Foun-
dation. A second cohort of 15 tal-
ented people began a two year period
of training this summer as day school
leaders. But the demand far exceeds
our current capacity to recruit and
train school leaders.

All the research of which I am
aware points to the importance of the
school head in effective schools. The
head must set the vision and tone.
Even in a consultative, Reconstruc-
tionist model of process, the head’s
vision, organizational talents and
professional skills are crucial for de-
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veloping school culture and climate.
Where will the newly created day
schools springing up all over the
country find these leaders?

Funding Issues

Not only are low salaries a barrier
to attracting quality, stable staffs, but
escalating tuition costs are squeezing
out the middle class parent, creating
schools for the privileged few who
can afford it, or the very needy who
can qualify for tuition aid. Schick
points out that “day school families
are significantly larger than non-day
school families. This is true of non-
Orthodox—and certainly of Ortho-
dox—day school families.”!!

My bleakest moments as a day
school head came in tearful confer-
ences with parents who had to pull
their children from the school be-
cause the financial burden was sim-
ply overwhelming. Though national
efforts are being made to ameliorate
the tuition aid issue, the amount of
dollars necessary to support school
operations and physical plant needs
of a growing day school movement
committed to excellence are far be-
yond even the marvelous fund rais-
ing capacities of our major Jewish
philanthropies.’? Indeed, families
who can afford a quality education
will buy it elsewhere if they do not
perceive the Jewish day school as a
place of distinction. Less affluent
families don’t want a bargain base-
ment education for their children in
order to lower school costs, and will
remove their children, sending them
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back to the local public school if
they do not perceive the school as
high caliber.!?

The understandable desire to con-
centrate on day school fund raising
will of necessity drain available re-
sources from other important Jewish
educational and social welfare enter-
prises like synagogue schools, sum-
mer camps, serious adult education,
family education and informal youth
group needs, and care for the elderly
and impoverished.'" The time has
come, therefore, for a serious re-en-
gagement with the school voucher
issue, a zero-based review if you will,
of Jewish public policy turned into
halakha mi-sinai. Because I do believe
that day schools are an important op-
tion for our families, and because the
Jewish community alone cannot pro-
vide the kind of funding it will take
to maintain schools of excellence
open to the widest range of Jewish
children, T support publicly funded
vouchers of significant buying power.
Here’s why.

Vouchers

Day school proliferation is clearly
a result of a growing post-modern
perception by Americans that the in-
dustrial model of public schooling is
no longer the only option for those
who would live a fully integrated ech-
nocentric, American life. America’s
post-industrial needs are very differ-
ent from those addressed by a public
school system established at the turn
of the nineteenth century as the chief
vehicle for homogenizing the immi-
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grant population — Americanizing
it to insure a work force for indus-
trial America. Current attitudes to-
wards multiculturalism, ethnic pride,
and the need for diverse groups to
maintain their own uniqueness in the
salad bowl of American life, have
made it difficult, if not nearly impos-
sible, for the public school system to
be all things to all people. You can
sit next to a black, Hispanic, Catho-
lic, or Asian child for twelve years in
a public school and still turn out to
be a bigot if no one deals overtly, sys-
tematically and volitionally with a
values tradition that teaches you what
your obligations are to others on a
day to day basis. If Jewish day schools
are successful, then they should be
measured by their ability to promul-
gate and instill in everyday behavioral
terms the idea that all people are
God’s creation, created in the divine
image. It is our deepest Jewish obli-
gation to care for and support all peo-
ple. Our curricula need to teach ap-
preciation, even reverence, for other
people’s cultures and traditions, al-
lowing for interaction and multicul-
tural learning opportunities with
children in different schools and so-
cial settings.

It is not un-American or disloyal
to democracy to advocate that
schools be effective. Fairness is not
treating everyone the same, it’s giv-
ing everyone what he or she needs.
Mindless devotion to a nineteenth
century industrial model of factory
schooling for all is not in the best
interest of a post-modern economy
and emerging culture. One size
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school does not fit all. Thus, giving
parents a real choice in the kind of
school a child attends is a much bet-
ter fit with contemporary American
democracy.

Moreover, the Jewish community
that so virulently condemns vouch-
ers is at best inconsistent, at worst
downright hypocritical. Jews have
made their choice —by moving to
the suburbs or electing to send their
children to an enormous range of
non-Jewish independent schools.
When committed to public schools,
Jews can choose to live in urban
neighborhoods which often have
strong coalitions of neighbors who
make the local elementary school a
unique and different setting when
compared to other schools in the dis-
trict. Why shouldn’t less fortunate
families have the same choice? The
billions upon billions of dollars
poured into school reform in this
county have not worked. It’s arous-
gewaffene gelr (throwing away good
money)!’

Is aversion to vouchers valid on
principle or is it really our “making a
fence around the law” lest other bar-
riers between church and state come
tumbling down? I am reminded of
the words of William Doll, Jr., who

wrote:

We face the twenty-first cen-
tury, the third millennium,
gripped by strong elements of
doubt and fear. If we have a faith,
and I hope we do, it is a faith
based on doubt, not on certainty.
What we do — and we must do
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— we do with the realization
that it may be wrong; no longer
do we have the feeling of cer-
tainty and rightness in the uni-
versal and metaphysical sense the
modernists posited. Such an ab-
solute right (or truth) does not
exist. Instead we make particu-
lar decisions which we hope will
be right for now, for a local time
and place.'®

Is current Jewish pubic policy still
right for this time and place?

Effective Schools

There is increasing research on
what makes for good schools that
support learning for understanding.
We know that human beings learn
best in cooperative groups, when they
are actively engaged in learning and
able to make personal meaning.
Schools that don’t focus on these cen-
tral notions will not be effective in
the long run. Day schools are not
necessarily any better at doing these
things than a fine synagogue school.
Though day schools have made enor-
mous strides in broadening the en-
velope of accommodations for learn-
ing differences, a bilingual, highly
academic, dual track, integrated gen-
eral and Jewish studies curriculum is
not for every child or family. Pres-
ently only 30% of Jewish children in
the liberal American Jewish move-
ments attending some form of Jew-
ish schooling attend day schools. The
Jewish community cannot — must
not — neglect the needs and aspira-

Fall 2000 « 35



tions of 70% of our younger con-
stituencs.

While day school education can be
powerful, transformative and helpful
in creating literate Jews with a mas-
tery of Jewish content, skills, life
styles and culture, our public policy
must support alternative models that
can be effective and life giving.'” I am
a product of a fine (for its day) syna-
gogue school, Camp Ramah, and I
guess some genetic encoding that has
predisposed me to a religious life
style. We need to reinvent the syna-
gogue school, not ignore it.'® The
Melton Research Center is deeply
involved in developing some new ap-
proaches to formal Jewish learning
based on the latest research in cogni-
tive theory and learner-centered edu-
cation. Ultimately, no one strategy
can solve all the problems of allow-
ing gateway entrants to reconstruct
their Judaism, but a certain core of
Jewish literacy that can be made per-
sonally meaningful by the learner is
imperative.

Approaches to reinventing the na-
ture of learning and instruction in the
synagogue school become more ur-
gent as we watch a powerful new
trend emerging in American school-
ing: year round schools. In the com-
ing years more and more school dis-
tricts will move to a six-weeks-on-
two-weeks-off, year-round model of
schooling. It has many benefits: bet-
ter use of facilities and staft, greater
consistency of learning, avoidance of
long down-time where learning is
forgotten, and provision of year-
round day care. For synagogue
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schools, this may mean an unprec-
edented opportunity to offer two
week intensive Judaica immersion
programs that can be transformative
and life enhancing for our students
and families.

Enhanced utilization of our grow-
ing and universal pre-school popula-
tions for intensive family education
and Hebrew language immersion can
also be a realistic way of transform-
ing Jewish learning without incurring
the fiscal burdens of day school edu-
cation. Currently we are doing seri-
ous research and piloting of Hebrew
language immersion in preschool
children ages three to five. Much re-
search has shown that the best time
to teach a second language is when
children are very young and their
brain stores the new language near
the native language. Early second lan-
guage acquisition also enhances gen-
eral academic and intellectual prow-
" Imagine what synagogue
schools could do, or what day schools
could build upon, if by five years old
our children were fairly fluent in
modern Hebrew! This is now doable.
Jewish public policy needs to look
carefully at early childhood Hebrew
immersion programs for raising the
level and quality of synagogue school
education.

Make no mistake about my posi-
tion. Day schools are extraordinarily
powerful institutions, but we dare
not put all our eggs inco one basket,
nor forget the pluralistic nature of
American Jewish life. Jewish public
policy needs to make choices, but it
must not sacrifice all the alternative
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gateways on the sacred altar of only
one.

1. See M. Schick, A Census of Jewish Day
Schools (New York: The Avi Chat Foun-
dation, 2000). According to this study
there were 185,000 students enrolled in
Jewish Day Schools in the United States
in 1998-99. Eighty percent of students
are enrolled in Orthodox schools, but en-
rollment in Solomon Schechter (Conser-
vative), Reform, and transdenomina-
tional Community schools has risen
about 20% since 1992-93.

2. The newest day high school, the Jew-
ish Academy of Metropolitan Detroit,
had hoped to open in the Fall 2000
semester with fifteen students. It will
open with over fifty!

3. The formation of the Partnership for
Excellence in Jewish Education (PEJE)
by Michael Steinhardt from New York
in 1997 is a powerful example of how a
partnership of individual and foundation
philanthropists is pursuing the day
school agenda with meaningful funding.
Twelve partners have each contributed
$1,500,000, creating a pool of funds
used to provide challenge seed grants of
up to $300,000 for new schools. High
standards of excellence are used to guide
schools in formation and as a comﬁtion
of acceptance to the project. Funding at
least equal to this start up money wil%be
essential to recruiting, training, and re-
taining qualified staff if these new
schools are to succeed in the long run.
Jack Wertheimer notes “that by the late
1990s, over 180,000 children attended
day schools, compared to 260,000 en-
rolled in supplementary schools. In ab-
solute terms, this means that the day-
school population has tripled over the
past 35 years; and the day schools’ share
of all Jewish enrollments has grown from
under 10 percent in 1962 to nearly 40
percent.” Jack Wertheimer, “Jewish Edu-
cation in the United States,” American
Jewish Year Book (1999): 52.

4. For a succinct description of a remark-
able “resurgence of serious interest in re-
viving and even recreating supplemen-
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tary education,” see Wertheimer, 61-68.
5. Jonathan Woocher suggests that “the
more we can construct pathways of Jew-
ish educational experiences that are
characterized by extensivity, intensivity,
and high quality, and the more Jews we
can induce to enter and travel alon
those pathways, the better off we will be
.. .We need to think less in terms of ‘pro-
grams’ at all, and more in terms of ‘path-
ways.” Attending to the connections be-
tween and among various programs and
settings to create smooth handoffs and
synergies that are so often lacking today
is the next frontier for Jewish educa-
tion.” Jonathan Woocher, “A Jewish Edu-
cation Strategy for the 21st Century”
(Unpublished), 12-13.

6. A CIJE study reported in 1998 that
“coupled with limited formal training is
the finding that work conditions are not
professionalized. The teaching force is
largely part-time; even in day and pre-
schools . . . Only 20% of teachers say
their earnings from Jewish education are
the main source of family income . . .
Among full-time teachers in all settings,
only 48% reported that they are offered
healch benefits, 45% have access to pen-
sions, and 28% are offered disability cov-
erage. Adam Gamoran, etal., The Teach-
ers Report: A Portrair of Teachers in Jew-
ish Schools (New York: Council for Ini-
tiatives in Jewish Education, 1998).

7. For a study that demonstrates the dis-
satisfaction of day school teachers with
their salaries (even more than supple-
mentary school teachers) see Gamoran.
8. See D. Gerald and W. Hussar, Projec-
tions of Education Statistics to 2006
(Washington, D.C.: National Center for
Education Statistics, U.S. Department of
Education, 1996), 96-661. Public school
districts are starting to offer signing bo-
nuses just like for baseball players! Bal-
timore offers $5000 towards a house
closing; Detroit $3000 for signing, and
Massachusetts offers an incentive of up
to $20,000 over four years for the top
100 candidates. Novice graduates from
Jewish teacher training institutions of-
ten graduate owing as much in $35,000
in student loans with no hope of repay-
ment help from communities seeking
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their services. (See AFT: Where We
Stand October 1998. Hrtp://www.
aft.org/stand/previous/1998/1098.
html.)

9. Even where an umbrella policy for
medical coverage has been instituted,
such as by the Gruss Foundation in New
York, cutbacks are now the rule because
of skyrocketing coverage costs.

10. In a recent study conducted by the
Mandel Foundation researchers found
that “over half of the educational lead-
ers in day schools are not trained in Jew-
ish content areas. They do not hold de-
grees or certificates in Jewish education,
Jewish studies, or related subjects. Day
school educational leaders also lack for-
mal preparation in educational admin-
istration. They fall far below expected
standards for public school leaders.” E.
B. Goldring, A. Gamoran, B. Robinson,
The Leaders Report: A Portrait of Educa-
tional Leaders in Jewish Schools (New
York: Mandel Foundation, 1999).

11. Schick, op. cit. 13.

12. Wertheimer opines, “To put matters
into some perspective, let us note that
in 1994 the day-school sector alone was
estimated to require a billion dollars a
year —that is, just for maintenance of
regular operations. Federation alloca-
tions came to an average of 12.5 percent
of day school budgets, a figure that var-
ied greatly from one community to the
next” (111). A recent interview with a
staffer at UJC (United Jewish Commu-
nities) headquarters revealed that total
fund raising by federations in North
America for 1999 amounted to
$882,000,000 ($87,000,000 of that
amount in Canada). Added to family
foundation and endowment gifts ap-
proximately $1.6 billion was the total
money raised.

13. See Report of the Task Force on Jewish
Day Schools, June 1999 (New York:
United Jewish Communities & JESNA,
1999). Parent share of school budgets
in Jewish day schools varies from 57%
to 90% with the average tuition ranging
from about $5100 in Torah Umesorah
schools to about $6000 in Schechter
schools (43). These figures are probably
much higher now. According to NAIS
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(National Association of Independent
Schools), 17% of students at indepen-
dent schools receive need-based finan-
cial assistance with an average award of
$6,540. A JESNA report suggests 33%
of students in Jewish day schools receive
tuition assistance. This writet’s experi-
ence suggests that figure is low.

14. Wertheimer comments on allocation
trends in federations: “In 1997 the larg-
est allocations to educational programs
in the big and intermediate-size commu-
nities went to day schools, while congre-
gational schools in most cases received
no funding or only a small fraction of
the amounts given to day schools” (111)
15. The U.S. Department of Education
reported on Friday August 11, 2000 that
although half the money from federal
education programs goes to the poorest
schools, those schools continue to be the
most lacking in qualified teachers and
technological resources. While second-
ary schools educate a third of the poor-
est students in the country, they receive
only 15% of $8 billion each year in Title
I funds. Moreover, while half of the in-
structional workers supported by these
funds are only teachers aids, 41% report
spending at least half their time alone
with students, withour a qualified
teacher present. Edward Wong, “Poor-
est Schools Lack Teachers and Comput-
ers,” New York Times, 13 August 2000.

16. William E. Doll, Jr., A Post-Modern
Perspective on Curriculum (New York:
‘Teachers College Press, 1993), 60.

17. Woocher suggests “that the complex
nature of post modern life requires a
more open and less linear mode of think-
ing regarding problem solving and plan-
ning for the Jewish community.” He sug-
gests that we “embrace ‘both/and’ not
‘either/or’ answers. In a world of high
variability, we generally do better hedg-
ing our bets. Two apparently contradic-
tory courses of action (e.g., seeking to
prevent intermarriage, on the one hand,
and reaching out to welcome the inter-
married, on the other) may both be
‘right’. Many debates in Jewish policy
circles (e.g., whether to invest everything
we can in day schools or try to trans-
form part-time Jewish education) reflect
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a black-or-white view of the world which
is simply inappropriate from the perspec-
tive of complexity theory” (11).

18. For powerful examples of reinven-
tion and systemic change in the Reform
Movement synagogue school see 1. Aron,

S. Lee, and S. Rossell, eds., A Congrega-
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tion of Learners: Transforming the Syna-
gogue Into A Learning Community (New
York: UAHC Press, 1995).

19. See A. Ofek, “Learning the Hebrew
Language in Early Childhood,” Melton
Gleanings (Autumn 1997): 4-7.
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