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More than fifty years ago, Mordechai 
Kaplan, one of the foremost Jewish 

thinkers of this century, asked, "What incen
tive is there for making the study of things 
Jewish part of the cultural interests of the 
adult?" (1934, p. 176). The issues with which 
Kaplan wrestled in his day—making Juda
ism relevant to modern Jews, making Juda
ism pertinent in a world of competing values, 
and making Jewish experiences inviting for 
Jews—are clearly still at the forefront of 
discussions about Jewish educadon. No
where are these discussions heard more loudly 
than in today's Jewish Community Centers. 
The ability of Centers to bring together Jews 
from all walks of life, to provide and pass 
along knowledge and values while supplying 
recreational programming, is crucial to the 
viability of Jewish culture in America (Chazan, 
1996). Yet, if Center staffare unfamiliar with 
Jewish concepts, values, and holiday obser
vances, the Jewish intellectual discourse is 
silenced, and a crucial mission of JCC pro
gramming falls by the wayside. 

This study was born out of an all-encom
passing initiative to integrate Jewish values 
into every aspect of programming that was 
undertaken by a Center in the Northeast. 
This inidative was guided by committees that 
were largely made up of staff who were unfa
miliar with Jewish values programming in 
general and the specific values the executive 
staff chose to promote: tikkun olam and 
kehillah. The staff members" struggle was 
evidenced by frustration in pronouncing the 
Hebrew words and understanding concepts 
that could not be easily translated into En
glish. During no part ofthe initiative did staff 
come to the Jewish educator or executive staff 
to explain their frustration or ask for help. 
Over the course of a year, staff largely aban
doned the project. 

The research described in this article ex
amined the level of comfort staff workers feel 
in transmitting Jewish values, knowledge, 
and customs to clients. Workers rated them
selves on a Likert scale covering 38 areas of 
Jewish knowledge in order to ascertain the 
areas of self-perceived competency and lack 
of competency in Jewish knowledge. The 
accuracy of knowledge was not tested; only 
the self-perception of knowledge was investi
gated. 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The goal of adult education is to develop a 
total environment conductive to human 
growth and fiilfillment—an educative com
munity (Knowles, 1977). Psychologists agree 
that learning involves change, and such 
change is permanent when it leads to altered 
behavior, as evidenced by newly developed 
skills (Brookfield, 1983). Moreover, in today's 
global age that is characterized by advanced 
technology; accelerated and continuing 
change; economic, political, and social insta
bility: and cultural pluralism, the educational 
needs of all citizens have become much greater 
and more complex (Haines & Schwoebel, 
1982). A society whose central dynamic is 
change requires a citizenry that is able to 
change (Knowles, 1977). 

Many organizations have come to recog
nize that the continuing education of their 
employees is the most efficient means for 
increasing the effectiveness of their opera
tion. For example, the mission of the JCC in 
this case study is to be a center for Jewish life 
and an instrument of Jewish identity. Staff 
education should therefore prepare staff to 
design programming in accordance with the 
mission. 

To be effective, the educational process 
must take place in an environment that is 
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conducive to learning. The quality and amount 
of learning are clearly influenced by the qual
ity and amount of interaction between the 
learner andthe environment (Knowles, 1977). 
Learning must occur with the continuous 
supervision of a professional adult educator. 
Because learning involves change, resistance 
and fear of the educational process are inevi
table and come from several sources: 

• doubts that teachers will respect their 
maturity and experience 

• embarrassment over poor command of 
academic basics 

• a heiglitened sense of peer pressure 
• fear of failure when studying in the work

place 
• a possible need to repudiate present ways 

and values (Haines & Schwoebel, 1982) 

In the past two decades. Centers have 
undertaken a major effort to upgrade the 
quality and quantity of Jewish education they 
offer. Informal Jewish education has as
sumed a central role in Centers (Chazan, 
1991). Unlike synagogues, "JCCs pose few 
ideological barriers, religious demands, or 
expectations of liturgical competence that 
may inhibit newcomers from crossing the 
threshold" (Cohen & Holtz, 1996, p. 33). 
Therefore, the Center can serve as a gateway 
to Judaism and other Jewish institutions. 
One can discover his or her Jewish self at the 
JCC. More aggressively, some staff maintain 
that their mission is to put Judaism in front of 
members. 

Since 1982, the Center movement has 
engaged in numerous activities to enhance 
Jewish education and staff development in 
Centers. The Commission on Maximizing 
the Jewish Educational Effectiveness of JCCs 
(COMJEE) began the process of examining 
the status of Jewish education in JCCs 
(Chazan, 1996). In 1995, COMJEE II out
lined a set of outcomes for Centers that would 
result in the enhancement of Jewish continu
ity, including creating an inviting and openly 
Jewish environment. It also recommended 
creating the position of a resident Jewish 
educator to serve as a Jewish resource, pro

grammer, advocate, teacher, and scholar 
(Cohen and Holtz, 1996). 

Ideally, Jewish education in Centers does 
not occur exclusively in a structured class
room environment. It takes place in the gym, 
art gallery, early childhood, and family pro
grams, as well as through the overall environ
ment of the agency. The goal of all Jewish 
education, formal and informal, is to affect 
the Jewish character of individuals—their 
cognition, emotions, and behaviors (Chazan, 
1991). "Jewish educadon refers to the life
long process by which the Jewish community 
transmits and perpetuates the traditions, 
norms, and values of the past and the ongoing 
process througli which an individual Jew's 
daily life is continually shaped and trans
formed" (Chazan & Poupko, 1988). 

Key to creating a conununity—akehillah— 
of Jews are Jewish professionals who can 
serve as positive role models, thereby influ
encing their clients' Jewish idendty. "Cen
ters are arenas and setting in which Jews can 
meet and be influenced by positive Jewish 
role models" (Chazan, 1996, p. 16). Staff 
ideally help members experience Jewish life 
througli cultural, ritual, national, and asso-
ciational Jewish experiences. The Center 
strives to provide a vast network of learning 
opportunities for staff, board and members of 
all ages in a setting that emotes Jewish pride 
(Chazan, 1996). 

To serve as positive Jewish role models. 
Center staff must be Jewishly literate: "famil
iar with key phrases, ideas, concepts, texts 
and moments in Jewish experience" (Chazan, 
1988, p. 6). Workers must be concerned with 
defining their own Jewish lifestyle by incor
porating Jewish behaviors in their private 
and professional lives. The workers must 
struggle to ask questions, listen to varying 
perspectives, and search for answers while 
encouraging others to do the same. They 
must engage in a continual effort to define 
personal and vocational Jewish values 
(Chazan, 1988). 

The following study set out to examine 
how well staff at a JCC were prepared for the 
many challenges ofbeing a Jewishly literate 
Center professional. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Instrument 

I developed the survey using the Guide to 
Jewish Knowledge for the Center Profes
sional (Chazan & Poupko, 1988), which out
lines topics about which the ideal Center 
professional should have some knowledge. 
The survey focused on three broad areas: 
(1) the types of Jewish educadon in which the 
worker has participated or is currendy en
gaged; (2) the level of competency to teach a 
series of Jewish concepts, including Shabbat, 
various Jewish texts, and Jewish life-cycle 
issues; and (3) the level of competency to 
teach about various Jewish holidays. The 
survey also asked pointed questions about 
respondents' desire to engage in areas of 
Jewish study. Respondents could also simply 
write in what topics might interest them. 

Survey Administration 

The survey was distributed to staff mem
bers of three departments at the JCC: Family 
Services, Early Childhood, and Senior Ser
vices. These three departments cover the age 
groups served by the JCC and offer the most 
direct opportunity for staff to provide clients 
with Jewi sh knowl edge Each program direc
tor agreed to distribute the survey to line staff. 
Line staff then returned the survey to an 
envelope posted in a central location. To 
alleviate resistance to participating, the cover 
note indicated that the survey was voluntary 
and anonymous (Rubin & Babbie, 1997). 
Program directors did not see the completed 
surveys. Each department had two weeks to 
distribute and collect the surveys. Response 
rates varied. In family services and senior 
services, the response rate was 50 percent; in 
early childhood the response rate was 60 
percent. A response rate of 50 percent is 
considered adequate for analysis and report
ing, and a response rate of 60 percent is good 
(Rubin & Babbie, 1997). 

Line staff ranged from college students to 
individuals trained on the bachelors and 
masters levels in education, social work, and 
Jewish communal service. All program di

rectors had masters level degrees appropriate 
to their positions. No level of Jewish knowl
edge was required to work at this particular 
JCC. 

In addition, I spent eight months working 
in the agency as a social work intern, giving 
me the opportunity to become a "participant 
observer," someone who was both inside and 
outside. Because I had no contractual ar
rangement with the agency, I had the freedom 
to criticize aspects of the agency without fear 
of retribution. I also had ample time to get to 
know staff and observe the agency culture as 
it moved through the year of holiday celebra
tions. The conclusions reached below are 
drawn from a combination of the empirical 
research and observation over the course of 
eight months. 

RESULTS 

Although the survey data were analyzed 
by department (family services, early child
hood, and senior services), as well as by part-
time versus full-time status, this section ex
amines the dataforthe agency as a whole. For 
the purpose of this section, a worker is consid
ered capable oftransmittingaconcept if he or 
she scores three or above; he or she is inca
pable of transmitting a concept if the score is 
one or two. Capability is defined as possess
ing the skill and knowledge to transmit the 
values in a given program. Incapability is 
defined as not possessing the skill andknowl-
edge to do so. 

Jewisii Educational Attainment 

The form of Jewish education that most 
staff received was after-school supplemen
tary education. Sixty percent (n=16) of staff 
partook in this type of education. Forty-one 
percent of staff attended Jewish summer camp 
and had Bar/Bat Mitzvah training. A small 
number (n=4) of staff attended day school 
through eighth grade, whereas no staff con
tinued on to Hebrew high school. Only one 
staff member took classes on the high school 
or graduate-school level. In college, 26 per
cent (n=8) of staff took at least one Judaic 
studies course. 
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Few staff presently engage in any type of 
Jewish education (Figure 1). Those who are 
taking Jewish educadon classes indicated 
that they were involved in synagogue-based 
adult education or were teaching themselves. 

Ability to Teach Jewish Concepts 

In the next section of the questionnaire 
respondents indicated their level of compe
tence in teaching a series of Jewish concepts 
as part of their programmatic role. Again, it 
was beyond the purview of this study to judge 
whether or not their knowledge was correct. 
Twenty-four concepts were rated; only two— 
kehillah and tikkun olam—are discussed here. 
These two values, as mentioned above, were 
the focus of the JCCs Jewish values initia
tive. 

The ability to teach Jewish concepts varied 
strikingly by department. Because there were 
only two respondents from senior services, 
only the family services and early childhood 
departments are analyzed. Figures 2 and 3 
illustrate the dramatic differences in staff 
ability between members of the Family Ser
vices and Early Childhood departments. The 
relative competence of the Early Childhood 
staff is not surprising given their role as 
teachers. Yet, Family Services staff share in 
this responsibility in after-school programs, 
camp, holiday celebrations, and the like. In 
fact, staff are charged with upholding the 
agency's mission by making Jewish values 
programming a priority. 

The concluding questions in this section 
asked respondents to list other areas of Jewish 
knowledge with which they felt comfortable 

and whether there were subjects about which 
the respondent would like to learn. The vast 
majority of respondents left this section blank 
(n=18). Those who did choose to fill ft out 
included such answers as "none" (n=4) or 
"Hebrew language" (n=l). One wrote that 
she is interested in all Jewish subjects; an
other expressed an interest in studying 
Kabbalah. 

Ability to Teach Jewish Holidays 

Jewish holiday celebrations are an impor
tant part of the atmosphere at the JCC. The 
Sukkah during Sukkot, the Hanukkiot during 
Hanukkah, and Hamentashen during Purim 
create a Jewish flavor in the Center. Yet, the 
ability to teach Jewish holidays varied simi
larly among departments .Here too, the Early 
Childhood Department staff is much stronger 
than that of the Family Services Department. 
For example, 100 percent of Early Childhood 
staff are very capable of teaching about Ha
nukkah versus 63 percent of Family Services 
staff. The results for Passover are similar: 
100 percent (n=9) of Early Childhood re
spondents feel capable of teaching about Pass
over, in contrast to 69 percent ( n = l l ) of 
Family Services staff. In terms of the entire 
staff, there seems to be a balance between 
those who are capable and those who are not. 
Early Childhood Staff carry the rest of the 
agency in this regard. 

Interest in Pursuing Jewish Education 

The last question of this survey asked 
whether the staff had an interest in pursuing 

Figure 1. Present Participation in .}ewisfi Education: All Staff 

No Answer = 1 Yes =2 

No= 17 
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Figure 2. The ability to teach the concept o/Tikkun Olam. 

FamUy Services: Ability to Teach Tikliun Olam 
(5=Very capable; l=Not capable) 

Eariy Childhood: Ability to Teach Tikliun Olam 
(5=Very capable; l = N o t capable) 

Jewish education. More than half expressed 
no such interest. Those who were interested 
noted these topics: holidays (n=3), mysd-
cism (n= 1), "basics" (n= 1), philosophy (n= I), 
life-cycle issues (n=2), tikkun olam (n=l) , 
ethics (n=l) , Bible (n=l) , andTalmud(n=l). 
One respondent indicated an interest in mak
ing "Judaism feel like a comfortable old shoe." 

DISCUSSION 

These findings above are troubling on 
numerous levels. Only a limited number of 
staff feels capable of disseminating crucial 
information to clients regarding Jewish life 
and practice. Yet, the fact that staff does not 
share a high level of Jewish educational at
tainment is not nearly as disturbing as that 85 
percent of staff are currendy not engaged in 
any type of Jewish study and 52 percent are 
not interested in pursuing further education. 
With several dozen synagogues in the imme
diate vicinity and numerous Judaic studies 
institutions in and around the area of the 
Center, a high level of complacency is evi
dent. Even an agency-wide initiative to inte
grate the values of tikkun olam and kehillah 
into programming could not shake this com
placency. 

These findings raise these key questions: 
Why do staff feel incapable of disseminating 
Jewish knowledge in programming? Why 
would workers commit themselves to Jewish 
communal service when they appear to be 
disengaged from their Jewish selves? What 
theories might explain the current state of 
affairs? 

The physics theory of inertia states that a 
body will remain at rest until aforce acts upon 
it. The systems theory in social work indi
cates that groups of people attempt at all costs 
to maintain homeostasis, therefore shying 
away from change in any part of the system. 
The practitioner, therefore, intervenes on the 
environmental level while maintaining a fo
cus on the individual (Meyer, 1995). What is 
called for here is a radical systemic interven
tion that motivates staff on all levels to en
gage in Jewish study. A force must act upon 
the body of the agency. 

The first step is staff recognition of the 
need to study. Staff must be convinced that 
their own Jewish self-growth is important 
personally and professionally. The fact that 
85 percent (n=17) of staff do not currently 
engage in Jewish study and that 52 (n=14) 
percent are not interested in doing so makes 
this an uphill battle. To learn, a person must 
first be able to state that he or she does not 
know (Chazan & Poupko, 1988). This is not 
an easy step to take, as clearly illustrated 
during the course of the JCCs Jewish values 
initiative when staff did not ask for help from 
available resources: the Jewish educator, 
executive staff, local rabbis, and local Jewish 
educational institutions. 

One reason why staff should acquire Ju
daic knowledge is simply to do a better job. 
Yet, often one does not realize to what extent 
additional knowledge will improve practice 
until after having obtained that knowledge. 
One can then reflect back on practice mis
takes and envision future improvements. Staff 
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needs to be shown that "programmatic en
hancement will be the natural outgrowth of 
Judaic learning that takes place for the sake of 
leaming" (Chazan & Poupko, 1988, p. 10). 

Chazan and Poupko (1988) suggest sev
eral measures to increase staff members' 
motivation to study. One such measure is 
calling a "town meeting" of staff to discuss 
the mission statement and their personal re
lationships to Jewish identity and continuity. 
Staff must be helped to understand that they 
are the ambassadors of the JCCs mission, 
creating the environment required for the 
mission to be fiilfdled. Those running the 
town meeting can help staff envision how, as 
they gain confidence in administering Jewish 
programming, their practice will be improved 
through Jewish education (Haines & 
Schwoebel, 1982). Simply put, staff must 
come to see that Jewish education must be 
part of everybody'sjob description, because it 
is everybody's business (Chazan, 1991). 

The natural outgrowth of this town meet
ing at the JCC, it is hoped, would be the 
crucial realization—"I don't know." Then, 
the Red Sea will have parted, and the oppor
tunity for Jewish education will be on the 
shore. 

Next, a committee of staff at all levels and 
board members shouldbe formed and charged 
with creating a Jewish education curriculum 
for staff. The adult learners must participate 
in curriculum development if they are to be 
invested in it. 

The executive director is the key player in 
creating the appropriate learning atmosphere. 

He or she must encourage the board to support 
the Jewish education initiative, must hire 
Jewishly knowledgeable staff in program di
rector positions, and must ensure that the 
staff grows in terms of Jewish knowledge and 
commitment. Jewish educational attainment 
should become an important part of staff 
evaluations and promotion decisions. The 
executive director must also have a close 
alliance with the Jewish educator, thereby 
ensuring that he or she is integrated into 
every level of the agency. The Jewish educa
tor and executive director should also make 
time for study during the workday, therefore 
setting a public example for all staff. The 
executive director and Jewish educator may 
also wish to do a comprehensive evaluation of 
all programs for Jewish content. Moreover, 
the executive who is deeply committed to his 
or her own Jewish life serves as a powerful 
role model for staff and board (Cohen & 
Holtz, 1996). 

A board of directors who is supportive of 
the Jewish educational mission of the Center 
is also crucial to the success of any Jewish 
education initiative. The board must uphold 
the importance of the initiative and support it 
with enthusiasm and financial resources 
(Cohen & Holtz, 1996). The board of direc
tors should also engage in study with the 
Jewish educator or independently, as they are 
not exempt from the requirement of becom
ing knowledgeable Jewishly. 

Of course, the Jewish educator is key to 
enhancing the Jewish learning at the agency. 
Because many staff members will not be 

Figure 3. Tiie ability of staff to teach the concept o/Kehillah. 

Family Services: Staff Ability to Teach Kehillah 
(5=Very capable; l=Not capable) 

Eariy Childhood: Staff AbUity to Teach Kehillah 
(5=Very capable; l=Not capable) 
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Jewishly knowledgeable, he or she must be 
nonjudgmental and open toward those indi
viduals. He or she must also be comfortable 
with a wide range of beliefs and even with 
non-belief The educator should regard staff 
as his or her clients on an equal level to JCC 
members. Staff, however, maybe suspicious 
of the educator and view him or her as some
one who is trying to make them "more Jew
ish." A level of trust is crucial to the success 
of this relationship (Cohen & Holtz, 1996). 

It thus becomes the role of the educator to 
choose material that is within the realm of 
interest and understanding of learners so as to 
expand their experience (Dewey, 1938). 
"Consequently, the JCC approach to Jewish 
education says that the educative process 
must relate to each person as a person" 
(Chazan, 1996, p. 16). Moreover, an educa
tor who is unable to "meet the client where he 
or she is" will not succeed in a JCC (Cohen & 
Holtz, 1996). 

In addition to a comprehensive staff devel
opment initiative, several environmental 
changes at centers may help create an atmo
sphere more conducive to Jewish growth. 
Environmental education uses the methodol
ogy of effective advertising: grabbing atten
tion, holding it tight, letting it go, and repeat
ing the message over and over. Repetitive 
messages are the mother of learning. Even if 
staff are unable to disseminate Jewish con
cepts, information about those concepts can 
simply be posted in appropriate locations. 
For example, a simple statement explaining 
the mezzuzah can draw attention to this im
portant mitzvah (Perman & Singer, 1992). 
Hebrew dates can accompany Julian dates on 
all written materials. Jewish periodicals can 
be left in areas where staff and members 
congregate, such as the front lobby. Staff 
might also be offered subscriptions to such 
periodicals as Moment, The Jerusalem Re
port, the Journal of Jewish Communal 
Service, or their local Jewish paper. The 
agency may also wish to engage in a '^Mitzvah 
of the Month" project, the goal being to 
establish an agency-wide theme for program
ming around a mitzvah (Perman & Singer, 

1992). Departments might rotate this re
sponsibility. 

CONCLUSION 

The challenge with which we started this 
investigation—howto make Judaism relevant 
to the modern Jew—is a key task ofthe Jewish 
Community Center. It must be both Jewish 
and modern (Poupko & Chazan, 1988). The 
aim is to make Judaism alive for the staff and 
membership. The goal is not to simply drill 
facts into the heads of staff, but rather to 
present education as an opportunity to inter
pret the modern world. The most important 
attitude that can be formed is a desire to 
continue learning. One must not underesti
mate the power of creating Jewish experi
ences for staff in concert with formal Jewish 
study. "If the experience arouses curiosity 
and sets up desires and purposes that are 
sufficiently intense to carry a 
person... continuity works in a very different 
way" (Dewey, 1938, p. 38). The intellectual 
stimulation must blend with desire and im
pulse to acquire moving force. Desire gives 
ideas impetus and momentum. The idea then 
becomes a plan and activity to be carried out. 
Herein lies the ultimate goal: Staff is inspired 
by learning to carry it over into daily pro
gramming. The mission is fulfilled, and 
Jewish oxygen fills the lungs of all who visit 
the JCC (Chazan, 1996). The agency thus 
becomes a kehillah of Jewish learners in 
pursuit of tikkun olam. 
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