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INTRODUCTION
JEWISH EDUCATION IN JCCs

very year across North America tens of thousands of Jews walk through the doors of Jewish
Community Centers. They come to swim in the pool, to work out in the health club, to
drop their children off at the day care center, to chat with their friends—and today in ever-increas-
ing numbers they come to do other things as well: They come to view an exhibit of Israeli art, to
attend the Jewish book fair, to eat at the kosher cafe, and even, perhaps most surprisingly, to

study some Torah.

The Jewish Community Center of today is a complex and multifaceted institution. It weaves
together a variety of activities and attempts to address an agenda suited to the needs and concerns
of the times. The JCC in recent years has rethought its commitment to its educational mission and
in many ways it has reinvented itself in the light of the contemporary situation of Jews in a chang-
ing world. No longer satisfied with actualizing only its social and recreational mission, the JCC
views itself as part of a bigger picture, part of the core of educating institutions within the Jewish

community in North America.

There are 275 JCCs throughout the continent, serving an estimated one million members. As
a potential resource for Jewish education, the Center has at hand a wide range of departments,
programs, and personnel. In recent years, as we describe below, Centers have moved in a decisive
fashion to upgrade the quality and quantity of their Jewish educational offerings. There have been
significant and dramatic initiatives undertaken to bring new personnel for Jewish education on
board and to improve the Jewish knowledge and skills of the people who have been long in the
field. At least 65 Jewish educators have been added since the early 1980s; over 90 percent
of Center executives have gone through Jewish training and learning programs, both in North

America and in Israel.

We have reached an appropriate time to look at Jewish education in the JCCs, to take stock
of their accomplishments and reflect upon what needs to be improved. How do Jewish Comm-
unity Centers engage in Jewish education? What are the signs of an educationally effective JCC,

and what are the key ingredients in good Jewish education in JCCs?

These central questions are raised at a time when the organized Jewish community, more
concerned about its creative survival than ever before, has placed renewed emphasis upon Jewish
education in its many forms. In fact, this investigation comes several years after the Center move-

ment has inaugurated a significant move toward increased emphasis on Jewish education. The ini-
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tial steps in this direction began in the 1970s. (This is not to ignore the several distinguished—but
largely unheeded—voices within the Center movement that had called for heightened commit-
ment to Jewish education decades earlier.) In the early 1970s some JCC camps began to increase
significantly their Jewish content, and throughout the decade a small number of Centers hired
directors who would later emerge as well-known advocates of a Jewish educational agenda in their

individual Centers.

Then in the early 1980s the Commission on Maximizing Jewish Educational Effectiveness in
the JCCs (COMJEE I) sparked a significant across-the-board surge in investment in Jewish education
and culture. Surveys of JCCs conducted in the 1980s and 1990s documented a large and growing
amount of Jewish educational programming across North America.' Moreover, this movement has
sponsored a wide variety of in-service staff development programs designed to enhance both Jewish
commitment and competence among executive directors, line workers, and everyone in between.
Notably, since COMJEE I, well over 2,000 Center professionals have participated in Israel Educa-
tional Seminars sponsored by the Jewish Community Association of North America (JCCA). Veteran
professional leaders in the Center movement are deeply impressed with what they see as a funda-

mental transformation in the mission and standard operation of the JCCs.

Now, after about two decades of a growing commitment to Jewish education, we find through-
out the continent many examples of outstanding Jewish education in JCCs. They point the way for
Centers that may still be in the early stages of transformation. This study reports on our efforts to
locate, understand, and interpret the most notable practices in Jewish education now taking place

in the Center movement.

As two researchers whose professional and personal lives have been close to the practice and
study of Jewish education in conventional settings, we came to this study with a degree of skepti-
cism. We wondered whether serious Jewish education was taking place anywhere in the Center
movement. We questioned whether it was even possible for a JCC to engage in effective Jewish

education. Several considerations underlay our initial skepticism.

As champions of Jewish education in the Center movement readily concede, JCCs face a
daunting number of obstacles if they are to be taken seriously as “players” in the world of Jewish
education in North America. At its heart, the JCC is a market-driven, service-oriented agency, best
known for its preschools, camps, and physical education facilities. For decades, Jews have come to
Centers for specific services that are only tangentially related to Jewish education as it has been tra-

ditionally understood. Jewish education in the JCC context is not a money-maker, at least in the

r
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short term. (As we shall see, advocates of Jewish education in the JCCs argue that Jewish education

is essential for the institutional well-being of Centers in the long term.)

Moreover, putting matters most simply, Centers are neither synagogues nor schools, two insti-
tutions that have been in the business of Jewish education for centuries. Jews do not come to Cent-
ers to pray; they do not celebrate their most momentous life cycle events in the Center context;
and (for better and worse) they do not expect to be confronted with a particular religious ideology
there. Centers cannot expect to engage their clientele Jewishly in the same fashion as do synagogues

and schools; nor, in fact, do they seek to do so.

Our skepticism was further fueled by our initial impressions of the Center professionals. At
least until recently, JCC staff have historically been selected for their group-work skills rather than
their proficiency in or dedication to Judaism. For the most part, they have not been very well edu-
cated Judaically (although, as we report below, this has been changing). In addition, it could be
argued that social workers (who dominate JCC professional staffs) are inclined to accept the
validity of their clients’ values and beliefs. In contrast, educators—especially religious educators—
see themselves in the business of challenging, if not changing, fundamental values and beliefs.
On a certain level the social work ethos and the education ethos are in tension, although that

tension may be resolvable or even fruitful.

Yet in the course of conducting this study, our own views began to change. Notwithstanding
the obstacles mentioned above and our initial reservations, we did in fact discover numerous
examples of good Jewish education taking place within the confines of Jewish Community Cent-
ers throughout North America. JCCs, we came to believe, can be effective instruments of some
forms of Jewish education. Without looking very hard, we found several examples of what may

be called “best practices” in Jewish education in JCCs.
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n describing its “blueprint for the future,” A Time to Act, the report of the Commission on
Jewish Education in North America, called for the creation of “an inventory of best educa-
tional practices in North America.”* Accordingly, the Best Practices Project of the Council for Ini-
tiatives in Jewish Education (CIJE) documents exemplary models of Jewish education. Up to this
point, the Project has published volumes in two areas: the supplementary school, and early child-
hood Jewish education programs. This volume on Jewish education in Jewish Community Cent-

ers, then, is the third in the series.

What do we mean by “best practice”? One recent book about this concept in the world of edu-

cation states that it is a phrase borrowed

from the professions of medicine and law, where “good practice” or “best practice” are everyday
phrases used to describe solid, reputable, state-of-the-art work in a field. If a doctor, for exam-

ple, does not follow contemporary standards and a case turns out badly, peers may criticize his

decisions and treatments by saying something like, “that was simply not best practice.”>

We need to be cautious about what we mean by the word “best” in the term “best practice.”
The literature in education points out that seeking perfection will be of little use as we try to im-
prove actual work in the field. In an enterprise as complex and multifaceted as education, these

* “Good” educational

writers argue, we should be looking to discover “good,” not ideal, practice.
practice is what we seek to identify for Jewish education, models of the best available practice in
any given domain. In some cases best available practice will come very close to “best imaginable
practice”; at other times the gap between the best we currently have and the best we think we

could attain may be far greater.

We also need to think carefully about the second word in the phrase ”“best practice,” As we
conducted our investigation, we came to learn that what is best about JCC Jewish education
cannot be reduced to a specific program or procedure. Rather, educationally effective JCCs have
developed an ethos, a set of principles that pervade entire organizations. These principles consti-
tute an overall approach to Jewish education that, when it works, informs the decisions and func-
tioning of professional staff and lay leaders. In short, for purposes of this report, best practice

embraces not only best programs (or procedures), but also best philosophy and best principles.

Main Purposes and
Intended Audience

In describing areas of Jewish educational excellence, this study seeks to understand what goes

into making an educationally successful Center. Earlier studies’® have pointed to the director, the

r
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board, the Jewish educator, the staff, the institutional environment, and other elements of success
in JCC Jewish education. What we have tried to do in this volume is to fill in the portrait, add
color and nuance to the description, and help the reader imagine the way that successful JCCs

operate in their settings.

Our concern here is with the JCC as a Jewish educational institution, and it is only in this
realm that we sought to document best practices. We define the concept of “Jewish education”
quite broadly. Education includes schoolrooms and classes, to be sure; but education takes place
in many different ways—in the gym, in the art gallery, in early childhood and family programs,
as well as by way of the very ambiance of an institution, the decorations on its walls and the

music in its corridors.

The notion that education is broad-based and multidimensional, that it goes beyond formal
schooling, is an idea explored in depth by Lawrence Cremin, the great historian of American edu-
cation. Cremin’s definition of education includes “the multiplicity of individuals and institutions
that educate—parents, peers, siblings, and friends, as well as families, churches, synagogues,

libraries, museums, summer camps, benevolent societies, agricultural fairs, settlement houses.” ®

Perhaps no institution in Jewish life today reflects the notion of an “ecology”” of diverse
educational opportunities better than does the JCC. And there are few institutions that have so

much potential to educate.

As should be obvious by this point, we hope that our study will promote better practice in
this important area of Jewish education. Ideally, JCCs that are currently less advanced in this do-

main will be inspired to change their practice and advance their commitment to Jewish education.

We believe that this report will be useful to JCC board members, executive directors, depart-
ment heads, Jewish educational personnel, and all those who work professionally for their JCCs. If
this document truly succeeds, it will help provoke renewed and deeper thinking on the part of

even the most expert and thoughtful practitioners and policy-makers in the Center movement.

This report is also directed to policy-makers, Jewish educators, and others outside the Center
movement who may be unaware of the significant recent developments in JCC Jewish education.
The JCC movement has effected enormous changes in the ways that Centers view their role as
Jewish educational institutions. As we have come to learn through the course of our research, JCCs

ought to be taken more seriously as a locus of Jewish education.
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Method

We began our research by consulting with several experts and reading the literature published in
recent years about this topic. On that basis, we chose a half dozen JCCs that are reputed to be
among the outstanding Jewish educational Centers in the field. We sought diversity with respect to
several characteristics: geography, size of community and Center, structure (i.e., a metropolitan

system as well as local units), and personnel (i.e., status of Jewish educator). Our six sites were:

The Jewish Community Centers of Chicago

The JCC on the Palisades, Tenafly, New Jersey

The Memphis JCC

The Jewish Community Centers Association of St. Louis

The JCC of the Greater St. Paul Area

The YM & YWHA of Suffolk, Commack, New York (Long Island)

We wish to underscore that these six particular Centers are not the only examples of best prac-
tice in this arena. We chose them because they constitute a sample of the best Centers and because
they are diverse along the lines stated above. We specifically excluded some Centers with a deserved
reputation for excellence, in part because they are so unusual or so well-endowed with institutional

resources that other Centers might regard them as sui generis.

Beyond the six sites chosen for in-depth investigation, we also selected a group of stand-alone
programs operating within other Jewish Community Centers. These specific programs are among

many around the continent that offer examples of excellence in particular domains of JCC activity.

The mode of work in this study was qualitative, but the study is not"ethnographic” in the way
that term is conventionally used in social research.® True ethnographies demand a lengthy period
of participant observation in which the researcher becomes a virtual member of the society or insti-
tution that is being investigated. Such a study of a JCC would be extremely useful, but our time and
resource limitations did not permit it. Our goal was to learn as much as we could from insiders

about how these particular JCCs did their educational work.
After selecting the six sites, we requested from each a host of documentation including cata-
logues, reports, minutes of board meetings, and publicity materials.

The two of us conducted our first site visit (at the JCC on the Palisades) jointly to learn how
we might carry on the interviews and to allow for mutual self-reflection. Another researcher, Julie

Tammivaara, then joined Steven Cohen in the visit to Suffolk; afterwards, Tammivaara visited Mem-
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phis, Holtz went to St. Louis, and Cohen visited Chicago and St. Paul. Both Holtz and Cohen inter-
viewed significant figures from the Centers with stand-alone programs; in addition Ruth Pinkenson

Feldman researched an early childhood department at yet another Center.

In each Center we asked the director to arrange interviews with the Jewish educator, assistant
directors, department heads, other staff, and board members. In all instances we met with the
Jewish educator and the preschool director. We also met with lay leaders of the agencies, most
typically with current or past presidents and other senior officers. Last, we viewed programs in
progress, and as we walked through the Centers, we closely examined the building, looking for vis-
ible evidence of Jewish education in action. In designing our visits, we gave the executive director a
considerable amount of flexibility in choosing those aspects of his or her Center that were deemed

most outstanding.

We spent from one to three days in each Center and prepared separate reports on each of our
visits. People spoke to us in confidence, and for that reason, throughout this report we provide few

specific names.

Historical Background: The JCCS' Growing
Commitment to Jewish Education
The Jewish Community Center movement has had a long and complex relationship to the question
of its role as an educating institution. Originally created as social and intellectual meeting places for
Jews in the mid-nineteenth century, Centers came to play an important role in the integration of the
huge waves of immigrants that came to American shores in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.” In time, Centers moved out to the suburbs—often in beautiful new facilities—

following the migration of their upwardly and outwardly mobile constituents.

The question of a specifically Jewish mission for the JCC has been debated throughout the
history of the Center movement. Even in the earliest days of Centers, well-known personalities
such as Louis Marshall, Mordecai Kaplan, and Horace Kallen urged the Centers to adopt a more
central Jewish focus. However, as Oscar Janowsky, in his groundbreaking survey of JCCs published
in 1948, pointed out, “practice fell short of precept in this regard.” " In describing settlements
(precursors of the modern JCC) during the early part of the century, he wrote, “when allowances
are made for . . . necessary concessions, and for lip-service to the positive views of [some], the
Jewish settlements remained throughout this period lukewarm, if not hostile to Jewish
emphasis.” " He quotes an observer from as early as 1916 who concluded that settlements were

still emphasizing the nonsectarian rather than the Jewish aspects of their mission. Janowsky adds,



The Best Practices Project

“The experience of the present Survey would lead one to believe that this was an understatement,
and as an understatement it describes adequately the present situation in most Jewish
settlements.” '* Janowsky states, “In the main, while there has been great emphasis upon the
Jewish center as a unifying agency, the cleavage of previous decades has remained: some have
envisaged a distinctively Jewish purpose for the Jewish center, while others have leaned toward

non-sectarianism.” ?

In the years following the Janowsky report, many of the same tensions about the issue of
the Center’s Jewish mission remained. But as Jews became more at home in America—both more
integrated and more assimilated—the Center began to reevaluate its role and purpose. As was
noted earlier, this process culminated in the JWB’s Commission on Maximizing Jewish Educa-
tional Effectiveness of Jewish Community Centers (COMJEE), which began deliberations in 1982
and published its report in 1984. The report clearly and directly argued for the centrality of Jewish
education to the mission of JCCs and asserted the unique role that Centers can play in lifelong

Jewish learning,

A small number of Jewish Community Centers had placed Jewish education on their agenda
several years before the COMJEE report. (In fact, informants at most of our six sites claimed that
they had done so in the 1970s.) Certainly, the Commission’s work galvanized the Center movement
and represented a dramatic shift in the priorities and mission of Jewish Community Centers across
North America. Despite earlier efforts to improve the Jewish educational mission of Centers, “what
we are now witnessing is different in depth and intensity than anything that has preceded it. More
resources, effort, support and passion have been injected into the Jewish focus of Centers than ever
before.” '* Recent research has documented the expansion of Jewish educational programs in the

Centers, consistent with the COMJEE recommendations. **

The potential role of JCCs as places for Jewish education was given further impetus by the
new concerns in the Jewish community at large about intermarriage, assimilation, and the future
of the Jews as a viable and dynamic community in North America. The 1990 National Jewish Pop-
ulation Survey '* and the report of the Commission on Jewish Education in North America '’

raised serious questions and challenges about Jewish education and Jewish continuity.

In May 1995 the JCCA released a follow-up report to the original COMJEE. This second
effort, COMJEE II: The Task Force on Reinforcing the Effectiveness of Jewish Education in JCCs, delineat-
ed specific recommendations to help move the educational mission of JCCs forward. In an intro-
ductory section of this report, entitled “Maximizing Jewish Educational Potential,” COM]JEE 1l out-

lined a set of outcomes for a Center that “seeks to reach its potential as an institution of creative
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Jewish continuity,” including items such as “have an ambiance that is warm, embracing and visibly

Jewish,” “make budgetary provision for Jewish educational experimentation and innovation,” and

engage “Jewish educators as part of its staff.”

These eighteen paragraphs of descriptive outcomes helped form a set of criteria for our re-

search in evaluating best practice in JCCs. In essence, the description of the Jewishly effective JCC

boils down to three words starting with the letter “P”: Personnel, Program, and Philosophy. The

rest of this report will examine each in turn.
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Comnmitted and
Knowledgeable People

Jewish educational excellence begins with com-
mitted lay and professional leadership, coupled
with a Judaically knowledgeable staff. The key
components here (in relative order of impor-
tance) are:

— the executive director
— the board
— the professional Jewish educator

— the staff, particularly those who serve

in explicitly educational capacities

The Executive Director

The literature on effective schools tends to
agree on at least one point—that an
essential ingredient of good schools is
strong, consistent, and inspired leader-
ship. The tone and culture of schools is
said to be defined by the vision and pur-
poseful action of the principal.'®

As researchers have found in education, in busi-
ness, and in government, the role of the top pro-
fessional is central in making any system work
well. In Jewish Community Centers, the executive
director is clearly the key player in creating a

best practice site for Jewish education.

The executives we studied were imbued with
the importance of the Jewish mission of their
Center and of Centers in general. In some cases
these directors have been well-known for years as
advocates—sometimes in print—for the Jewish
mission of Jewish Community Centers. They have
a vision about what they want to accomplish and
can articulate that vision to their staff and their

members. In some cases the executive has a well-

P ERSONNETL m
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worked-out theory—one might even say a philos-
ophy—for Jewish education in the JCC. In other
cases the executive director works instinctively
and relies on the wisdom of other staff members,
most importantly the Jewish educator, to provide
the theory. But without a firm belief in the Jewish
educational mission of JCCs on the part of the
executive, it is unlikely that anything significant
in Jewish education could happen in a Center, no
matter what other factors were in place—even a

committed lay leadership and staff.

Most broadly, the executive has primary
responsibility for projecting a Jewish educational
vision and commitment that permeate the
agency. More specifically, we can identify four
key responsibilities:

1. Bolster the board’s commitment to the

Center’s Jewish educational mission.

2. Advocate for the creation of the Jewish
educator position, and extend personal and
congcrete support to the educator once he or she
is in the job.

3. Hire Jewishly knowledgeable profession-
als for such key tasks as directors of early child-
hood education, the summer camp, youth

programming, and cultural arts.

4. Ensure that the staff grows in terms of

Jewish knowledge and commitment.

The particular ways in which the executive
manages and achieves these goals differ from
place to place and from person to person. But
no matter how the executive expresses his or her
leadership, and no matter what kind of person-
ality and background the executive brings to the
position, certain dimensions of the job seem to

be constant across all our sites.



As an outgrowth of this personal and
professional commitment, the educationally
“successful” executive director advocates for
the creation of a Jewish educator position at the
Center. The educator position is probably the
single most important “proximate cause” in
bringing about advances in Jewish education in
a JCC. Part of what the director must do is create
that position. He or she must believe in the
importance of the job, understand the function
of the position, and advocate for it within his or
her staff and board. Directors spoke of how they
rearranged budgets or raised additional funds in
order to pay for the position—for example, by

raising endowments specifically for that purpose.

The next step is to find the right kind of
person for the job. Having a clear understanding
of the nature of the Jewish educator’s role and
the possibilities for the Center is crucial in mak-
ing correct decisions in hiring. In all the places
we visited, we were impressed with the apparent
suitability of the particular educator to the partic-
ular environment. The director made sure there
was a good fit between the educator and the
needs and culture of the particular Center at that
point in its development as a Jewish educational
institution. As we will point out later, there are
a variety of legitimate models for the Jewish edu-
cator role in Centers. Accordingly, the executive
needs to have the right concept to match his or

her Center and the person hired for the position.

Once the slot has been filled, the director
helps integrate the Jewish educator into the life
of the Center in supportive and significant ways.
These may include introducing the educator
to influential laypeople or working to ensure that
the staff is receptive to the advice and assistance
of the educator. The educator must be supervised
appropriately and positioned well, both in the

Center and in the community. To some extent,
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executives decide how much authority and
influence—both formal and informal—the edu-

cator will exercise.

In Centers that we studied, executives
provide helpful, supportive supervision. In some
Centers the executives share access to the board
with the educator. As a result, the executive helps
position the educator to interact well with board
members, by creating study opportunities at
board meetings, for example, or at board mem-
bers” homes. Generally such executives help
the educator develop his or her own relationship
with board members. Rather than viewing this
access to the board as a threat to their own leader-

ship, these executives encourage such encounters.

The executives provide opportunities for
staff to study Judaica with the educator during
work time. Some executives even conduct their
own classes in text study, setting a powerful
example and serving as a role model. As one
Center executive put it, “If it doesn’t take place
during work time, it can’t work and it can't

send the message you want to send.”

In addition, the use of time is critical to the
life of the educator. In some cases (though not
all) Center executives in these sites conceptualize
the time demands on the educator in a manner
different from that of other staff. For example,
some educators are encouraged to pursue their
own personal study and preparation as an
integral part of their work day, even though they
are not being “productive” as administrators,
programmers, or classroom teachers during those
hours. Almost all the educators identify a need
for time for their own continuing Jewish study.
The Center environment is an activist one and,
unlike a university or school, it is not particular-
ly attuned to the need for preparation time.
Nevertheless, executives and educators feel that

such time for reflection and learning is especially






