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TIlE STATE OF JEWISH EDUCATION 

]t has been a swift ce ury for 
Jewish education in ,nerica. Less 
than one hundred ye 's ago Jewish 
ducation in Americ was a modest 

and struggling entel"] ise; today it 
encompasses a netwl k of 
approximately 2500: 110015, 50 
central agencies, 10 acher­
training institutions. 50 
community centers: d scores of 
summer camps spre; throughout 
the United States,' many it 
seems only a few ye; i ago that 
Samson Benderly's I ;ciples began 
to create bureaus 01 ewish 
education in Chicag Cleveland, 
Cincinnati, Los An~ es, Boston, 
New York, and Phil lelphia10r 
that Reb Shraga Fe. el Mendlowitz 
initiated his pioneeJ Ig efforts to 
create a network of .merican 
Orthodox Jewish d; schools.2 

Now we are in the' ning years 
of the twentieth eel 'lry, and the 
Jewish educational lterprise is a 
well-established vel ue with 
bniiclings,"Judgets, 1 d institutional 
infra-structures. 

The path of twentil 1 century 
American Jewish e Ication is 
marked by several. ominent 
dynamics and criti< turning 
points. The 1920's !is the era in 
which the foundations of modem 
American Jewish education were 
established. In the late 1930's 
and early 1940's the day school 
movement began to develop. The 
1950's was the period of the 
greening of the synagogue 
supplementary school. The 1970's 
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was an age of remarkable growth 
for the non-Orthodox day school 
movement. The highways and 
byways of contemporary American 
Jewish education over the years 
reveal many metamorphoses for a 
relatively young enterprise; and 
as we enter the waning years of 
the century, American Jewish 
education once again finds itself 
facing critical choices and 
options.3 

This is a particularly opportune 
time to reflect on some of the 
major dynamics of Jewish 
education in the past decade and 
on their likely implications for 
the coming years. Our journey 
along the complicated highway of 
contemporary Jewish education in 
the United States will be guided 
by seven signposts which, I 
believe, reflect its main themes 
and motifs now and for the 
foreseeable future: 

1)	 changing moods and modes 

2)	 the state of curriculum 

3) metamorphoses in central 
and communal agencies 

4)	 the change process and the 
power brokers 

5)	 personnel 

6)	 Israel 

7)	 the vision 

CHANGING MOODS AND 
MODES 

The past quarter century ha::. 
been an era of great flux in 
American Jewish education; some 
institutions have grown; others 
have declined, and still others 
have begun to emerge as new 
forces on the lev-ish educational 
scene. It is a time of movement 
and turmoil, rather than of quiet 
and calm. The three prominent 
change patterns in this decade 
are: 1) the growth of the day 
school, 2) the decline of the 
supplementary school, and 3) the 
search for new forms. 

The Growth ofthe Day School. 

There were 248 day schools in 
the United States in 1958; in 
1988 the number of Jewish day 
schools is over 500.4 Enrollment 
in Jewish day schools has 
increased 83% during the past 
thirty years and today more than 
100,000 students study in these 
schools. (It is instructive to 
note that the growth of day 
school education not only reflects 
but exceeds the expansion 
patterns of private schooling in 
the United States over the past 
twenty years5.) Those who study 
in day schools constitute 28% of 
all Jewish students between the 
ages 3 - 17 who receive any 
Jewish education. 

Day schooling is mainly on the 
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elementary level: 73% of all day 
school pupils are enrolled in 
grades between the pre-primary 
level and grade 6; 16% are in 
grades 7-9; and 11% are in grades 
10·12. 

Day school education in the 
United States has been 
predominantly Orthodox for the 
entire century; today 75% of all 
day schools are Orthodox in 
nature. However, in the past 
dc.:ade non-Orthodox day 
schooling has expanded 
dramatically, and 12% of today's 
day schools are Conservative, 8% 
are communal or 
interdenominational, and 2.5% are 
Reform. 

Day schools vary in size; by public 
school standards, they are modest 
institutions, usually encompassing' 
from 100 - 500 students. In 1983, 
37% of the day schools had 1 ­
100 students; 34% had 100 - 250 
students and 19% had 250 - 500 
students. Only 9% of U.S. day 
schools had over 500 students. 

While two-thirds of American 
Jewish day schools are under 
independent or communal (rather 
than denominational) sponsorship, 
the great majority of such schools 
are nevertheless religious in 
orientation. (Indeed, two-thirds 
of the day schools are housed in 
or near synagogues.) Thus, day 
school education continues the 
American Jewish orientation to 
Jewish education as religious 
education. 

Despite the remarkable growth of 
the day school in the United 
States during the past decade, 
American Jewry still is far behind 
the world-wide norm of day school 
education. Approximately 40.1% of 
all Jewish children in the world 

who recer.~~wisheducation 
attend day -.;., (in some 
countries the p-,portion of day 
school pupils is as high as 90%6), 
as opposed to 28% in the United 
States (which constitutes the 
highest percentage in the U.S. in 
this century). All-day Jewish 
education in the United States 
has been the preference of a 
minority of Jewish families 
throughout this century and the 
supplementary school remains the 
ctuintessential flJrm of American 
Jewish education. 

The ultimate significance of the 
growth of day school education 
in America in the past decade is 
sociological. ather than 
statistical, and the expansion of 
the day school may be best 
understood as a reflection of 
changing moods and perceptions 
in American Jewish life. Whereas 
the day school once symbolized 
parochialism and religio~ity, it 
now represents a new an4 
attractive model for harmonious 
integration of Jewish and general 
life. Young suburban parents in 
Newton, Denver, St. Louis, 
Albuquerque, the San Fernando 
Valley, and South Miami, who 
once populated America's public 
schools, are now considering (the 
previously unthinkable)possibility 
of sending their own children to 
an elerr.entary Jewish day school 
(and they are receiving support 
and encouragement from their 
own parents, who in previous 
decades fought against the 
establishment of day schools!). 

Why has the Jewish day school 
become a respectable option for 
mainstream American Jewry in 
the past decade? First, there 
clearly is a segment of American 
Jewry which is concerned with 
the promulgation of a meaningful 

Jewish life in America, and which 
is interested in quality Jewish 
education for their children7. 

Many of these Jews have become 
convinced that the supplementary 
model of Jewish schooling is not 
a viable vehicle for even minimal 
Jewish education and have turned 
to the day school as an 
alternative. 

Second, the day school has made 
life easier for Jewish parents, 
childreli and families. Once it 
was felt that day school life 
would involve complex social, 
psychological, and recreational 
burdens for children and their 
families. In fact, it has become 
apparent that just the opposite is 
the case; day schooling seems to 
make daily life easier and more 
relaxed for everyone. The day 
school saves the child from going 
to Hebrew school in the late 
afternoon (after a full day of 
general schooling) when everyone 
is at the park or at Little League 
practice. The supplementary 
school student must wake up on 
Sunday morning and trudge off to 
Sunday school classes, whereas 
the day school student (like most 
of his non-Jewish American 
peers) is comfortably tucked away 
in bedor preparing himself for 
the Bears-Giants game. In the 
day school, kids study Hebrew, 
Bible, science, and American 
history in pleasant buildings 
during normal school hours in a 
regular school setting. When 
they go home, they are free for 
sports, piano, and hanging out 
with other kids on the block. 
The day school day has added a 
little more childhood to the life 
of the youngster, more 'together­
time' to the lives of Jewish 
families, and less mileage to the 
family station-wagon. 



Third, the modem day school is 
now a known and recognizable 
phenomenon. In the 1950's, 
middle-class suburban Jews in 
Woodenton, Long Island in Philip 
Roth's story "Eli the Fanatic" 
fought feverishly against the 
establishment of a "yeshiva" in 
their community. It was a new 
and strange creature to them and 
they had images of strangely 
dressed adults, pale and un­
American looking children, and 
stra;1ge rites taking place in the 
yeshiva bUilding! In the 1980's, 
middle class midwestern suburban 
Jewish families in Cynthia Ozick's 
novel The Cannibal Galaxy felt 
very comfortable sending their 
(hildren to a modem Jewish day 
school called the "Lake Shore 
Academy". Day schools are 
located in pleasant suburban 
neighborhoods and housed in 
modern school plants which 
contain all the accoutrements 
associated with "good" private 
schools: small classes; modem 
equipment; well-trained general 
studies teachers; counseling; 
parental involvement. They are 
headed by native-born, well­
educated, and well-dressed 
principals who are often called 
"headmasters". Day school 
students play baseball in the 
schoolyard, ride home on yellow 
school busses, and do not seem to 
be any more adjusted or 
maladjusted than their public 
school counterparts. The day 
school is no longer regarded as 
belonging exclusively to New York 
City and/or to Orthodox Jewry 
Gust as general private schooling 
is no longer exclusively Catholic 
or in the Northeastern States8); it 
has become as middle class and as 
mainstream Jewish-American as 
Volvos, jogging, Land's End and 
L.L. Bean. 

The growth of the day school 
movement is not only an outcome 
of Jewish factors; it has been 
equally affected by tumultuous 
changes in American education 
over the past two decades.9 

The first great change in 
American education has been a 
dramatic shift in attitudes 
towards public and private 
schooling. Once, heterogeneous 
public education was a great 
American ideal, and priva~e 

schooling was regarded as the 
domain of a small religious 
and/or economic elite. According 
to the common school myth, the 
public school was the best route 
for immigrants and ethnic 
minorities to quickly and 
successfully become part and 
parcel of the great American 
dream (ana. Jews were often 
regarded as among the best 
consumers and supporters of 
public education). However, 
beginning in the 1960's, the 
positive myth of the polyglot 
public school was replaced by 
images of bussing, over-erowded 
classes, drugs, and violence. 
Consequently, many Jewish and 
non-Jewish parents succumbed to 
a new myth (the 'private school 
myth'): the belief that superior, 
homogeneous private and 
suburban schools were a more 
efficient, yet equally American 
route to "making it" in America. 
Indeed, since the 1960's, middle­
class America has increasingly 
come to doubt the quality and 
viability of pUblic education as 
an educational option for their 
children, turning instead to 
suburban or private schools. 
This dynamic has proven to be a 
disaster for public education and 
a boon for the day school. 

The movement towards quality 
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private education was also fueled 
by the intensified competition for 
admission into the "best" colleges 
and universities. Parents 
increasingly saw elementary and 
secondary education as "basic 
training" for acceptance in good 
colleges, and the small classes, 
excellent teachers and easy 
accessibility to faCUlty in private 
schools were all regarded as 
great assets in the fast-lane race 
for admission to Harvard, 
Stanford, and MIT. 

Attitudes and realities towards 
the financing of education also 
changed. In the first half of the 
century, free compulsory 
education was regarded as one of 
the inalienable rights and 
benefits of life in America, and 
free public schooling was 
particularly appealing to a largely 
immigrant Jewish population 
struggling to carve out a life in 
the New World. In the past few 
decades, the children of these 
immigrants have become doctors, 
lawyers and businessmen; they 
have moved to the suburbs, and 
they want quality education for 
their children. Many of the sons 
and daughters of the public­
school immigrant generation are 
now economically comfortable, 
and it has become increasingly 
feasible financially for them to 
send their children to private 
schools. In addition, the growing 
role of the federal and the non­
governmental sector in private 
eduction meant that more money 
became available for private -. 
hence day •• schools. While 
these funds have not been the 
main resource for the building of 
Jewish day schools, they have 
provided valuable ancillary 
sources of funding and services. 

The movement from the 
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legitimization of private schooling 
to the acceptability of private 
Jewish education was a relatively 
simple process: if private schools, 
then why not a Jewish private 
school? The answer was 
affirmative on the condition that 
Jewish day schools proved 
themselves to be superior agencies 
of general education. Indeed, 
most of today's day schools have 
proven to be among the best 
schools in their communities, both 
in t",:ms of educational creati\ity 
and academic achievements. Thus, 
private Jewish elementary 
schooling has proven to have both 
Jewish and general pay-ofts; it 
contributes to a child's general 
g! owth and may also be good for 
hislher Jewish soul. (On the other 
hand, high school level day school 
education has usually been 
regarded as "too Jewish", and too 
much of an academic and social 
risk in the critical pre-eollege 
years; hence, the growth of 
secondary Jewish schooling 
nowhere parallels that of the 
elementary day school.10) This 
constellation of general and Jewish 
forces has resulted in the 
emergence of the modern private 
Jewish day school as a unique new 
late-twentieth century American­
Jewish educational format. The 
new day school world has resulted 
in new problems, dynamics and 
challenges (e.g.: How shall these 
new schools be financed? What 
kind ofpersonnel is needed for 
day schools? How should Jewish 
and general studies be 
integrated?). The rapid growth of 
the day school movement in the 
past decade is impressive; at the 
same time it has created a host of 
new problems and complexities in 
Jewish life. 

The Decline of the 
Supplementary School. 

Changing attitudes toward the 
day school have been paralleled 
by significant metamorphoses in 
the world of the synagogue 
supplementary school. At mid­
century, the suburban synagogue 
supplementary school reigned as 
the predomininant form of 
American Jewish education. It 
had supplanted the urban talmud 
torah and heder, and ac:;,ired to 
be the quintessential form of 
modern American Jewish 
education. The synagogue 
supplementary school was the at 
the epicenter of great educational 
excitement and investment in its 
early years, and there were some 
notable successes in this genre.11 

It remains the predominant form 
of American Jewish education, 
and there are some wonderful 
supplementary schools and 
supplementary school educators 
throughout the country. 
However, the times are changing 
in the supplementary school 
world.12 

The number of Jewish 
supplementary schools in the US. 
has declined dramatically in the 
past two decades. In 1983 there 
were 1861 supplementary schools 
throughout the United States as 
compared to a peak of 3153 
schools in 1958, and there has 
been a 58% decline in 
supplementary school enrollment 
between 1962 and 1982.13 

Within the supplementary school 
world, there has been a 
significant decrease in the one­
day-a-week supplementary school 
and increase in the three-day-a­
week form of part-time 
education. In 1958,47.1% of the 
supplementary schools were 2-5 

day-a-week schools and 45.1% 
were one-day-a-week schools; in 
1983, 76% of the schools had 2-5 
day-a-week programs, and only 
24% were one-day-a-week. 
Indeed, the general trend for 
those who receive any Jewish 
education over the past quarter 
century reflects a shift towards 
more time-intensive instruction, 
both in terms of the relative 
growth of the day school as well 
as the relative decline of the 
one-day-a-week supplementary 
school.14 

Supplementary schools are fairly 
small, religiously-sponsored, 
elementary institutions. 82% of 
the popnlation of today's 
supplementary schools are in the 
elementary grades, and the 
overwhelming majority of 
American Jewry's school-age 
population drops out of Jewish 
schooling after bar mitzvah. 
Almost all American supple­
mentary schools today are 
sponsored by synagogues of the 
three major denominations (even 
though there has been some 
intermittent movement towards 
the pooling of resources into 
communal supplementary schools): 
36% of supplementary schools are 
Reform-sponsored, 29% are 
Conservative-sponsored, and 24% 
are Orthodox-sponsored. 50% of 
supplementary schools serve 100 
children or less; 27% of the 
schools serve a school population 
of 100-250, and 16.7% have over 
250 children. 

The changes in the supplementary 
world are not only demographic; 
they also encompass the areas of: 
personnel, leadership, funding, 
and morale.. One of the most 
dramatic changes in this world is 
the demise of the profession of 
full-time supplementary school 



teacher in America.1S In 1981/2 ­
1982/3, there were 14,621 

teachers in supplementary schools; 16 

yet 93.6% of these teachers taught 
less than eleven hours a week 
(84% of them taught less than 
seven hours)P 

Once, principalship of a supple­
mentary school was regarded as 
the most prestigious type of 
school leadership position in 
American Jewish education; today, 
the day school world wirh its 
higher salaries and broader 
educational responsibilities attracts 
many of the best and the 
brightest. 

While there has been increased
 
funding for Jewish education in
 

. the past decade, its impact has 
not been felt in the supplementary 
school world. IS Indeed, 
supplementary education today 
finds great difficulties in 
supporting innovative and creative 
new programs. 

Generally, a mood of frustration 
and malaise has gripped the 
various participants in part-time 
Jewish education. Principals and 
teachers feel they do not have 
enough time or support to do 
their jobs well. Parents do not 
see many positive results from 
"Hebrew school", and they seem to 
spend much of their time forcing 
their children to attend. And 
what about the children? They 
have to attend classes after school 
and on Sunday morning, and after 
the first few years, many begin to 
find the whole business un­
interesting and painful. The part­
time school is a uniquely American 
Jewish educational form now faced 
with the challenge of reform­
ulation and adaptation. 

The Search for New Forms. 

One of the most prominent 
dynamics of the past decade has 
been the search for new forms of 
Jewish education outside of the 
existing school frameworks. This 
search has emerged from the 
growing sense of frustration with 
existing models and from a sense 
of success with some new 
alternatives. Heder or Hebrew 
school does not inspire anything 
like the excitement of a Russian 
Jewry protest march in 
Washington, a Shabbat weekend 
study retreat, a summer in Israel, 
a college course in Judaica, an 
adult education course, a Jewish 
summer camp, a lecture by Eli 
Wiesel. Four arenas in particular 
have emerged as potentially 
important new Jewish educational 
networks: a) Jewish pre-school 
education; b)adult and family life 
Jewish education; c)the Jewish 
community center; d)the Israel 
trip. 

a) Jewish pre-school education 

In the past decade, a growing 
number of young Jewish parents 
have begun to consider early 
childhood Jewish education as an 
alternative for their pre­
schoolers, resulting in an 
increasing number of Jewish pre­
school programs in synagogues, 
Jewish community centers, and 
day schools. Recent research 
suggests that the years of young 
parenting have become an 
increasingly critical Jewish 
transitional period in the lives of 
young Jewish adults and their 
children.19 Questions about 
being Jewish loom larger when 
people begin to have children, 
causing them to take early 
childhood Jewish education very 
seriously. 
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The first concern of young 
Jewish parents regarding a 
preschool is that it be of top 
educational quality, and Jewish 
preschools have usually proven 
themselves to be exemplars of 
early childhood education. They 
are run by highly qualified 
professionals, are located in 
modem, well-equipped plants, and 
they guarantee the highest lev~ls 

of childcare. Although there is 
as of now no hard data, as one 
travels throughout local 
communities across the country. 
there is the clear sense that 
Jewishly sponsored early 
childhood programs are among 
the best programs of their kind. 
(In many communities, non-Jews 
are interested in sending their 
children to such schools.) Thus, 
Jewish parents have often sent 
their children to Jewish pre­
schools simply because they are 
good schools. 

Others have become convinced 
that the early years are a 
convenient and relatively non­
threatening time to provide some 
basic Jewish education: holidays, 
songs, dances, customs. Parents 
and grandparents take great pride 
in offspring who have learned the 
Ma Nishtana or Shma or 
Hanukkah blessings at their pre­
school. 

During the past twenty years, the 
Jewish pre-school has been 
transformed from an experiment 
to a proven success. Generations 
of parents have had the ex­
perience of sending their children 
to some very lovely and 
remarkably creative Jewish pre­
schools across America, where 
they have been cared for by 
some of the best professionals 
that American Jewry has 
produced. Indeed, the Jewish 
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pre-school experience has proven 
to be an extremely positive Jewish 
experience not only for little 
children, but also for their young 
parents. 

b)	 Adult and family-life Jewish 
education 

The concern with early childhood 
Jewish education was paralleled in 
the past decade by increased 
interest in post-ehildhood -- or 
:ldult -- Jewish education. A 
growing body of academic research 
underscored the common sense 
maxim that a rich Jewish family 
life is critical for the development 
of Jewish identity in the young. 
Unfortunately, an increasing 
number of contemporary Jewish 
families found themselves ignorant 
of and estranged from rich Jewish 
family life, and they were unable 
to serve as a positive force in 
their children's Jewish growth; 
hence, concern for Jewish adult 
and family-life education has 
increased. Old models of syn­
agogue adult education programs 
and lectures continue to exist, but 
they have been supplemented and 
often superceded by new ventures 
and experiments. The havurah 
movement has become a main­
stream institution of family life 
education. Regional and national 
conferences of OF, JWB, 
Hadassah, the National Council of 
Jewish Women, and local 
federations increasingly include 
Jewish experiences and programs. 
National and international Jewish 
funding agencies are investing in 
new experiments in adult and 
family-life Jewish education. 
Adult trips to Israel are 
increasingly assuming an 
educational rather than 
recreational or philanthropic tone. 
As American Jewry ages, it is 
seeking new ways of advancing 

the Jewish education, not only of 
its children, but also of its 
parents and grandparents. 

c)	 Jewish Community 
Centers 

During the past decade, the 
Jewish community center has 
launched significant efforts in 
the area of Jewish education. 
Throughout the history of the 
center movement, there have 
been statements of concern about 
Jewish education. The original 
conception of the center as a 
Jewish agency was influenced by 
the organic Jewish philosophies 
of Mordecai Kaplan and Herbert 
Kallen.20 Oscar Janowsky's 
extensive study of JCC's in 1948 
affirmed the centrality of the 
Jewish mission of this institution 
and this was repeated in reports 
and studies in the 1960's.21 
Still, there often was the sense 
that centers served the recrea­
tional and health needs of their 
clientele more than their Jewish 
concerns, and that Jewish 
education did not seem to play a 
major role in the daily lives of 
the centers. 

In the 1980's, the JWB -- the 
national organization of Jewish 
community centers -- began a 
major thrust to intensify the 
Jewish educational work of 
centers, which included the 
issuing of an historic document 
entitled: Maximizing the lewish 
Educational Ejfectiveness of 
ICC's. 22 This report sparked an 
intensification of Jewish activities 
in the center world, encompass­
ing: staff and board study 
missions to Israel; conferences 
and seminars focusing on Jewish 
education; a network of in- • 
service sessions on Jewish topics; 
the publication of programs, 

guides, and booklets on Jewish 
education and Jewish 
programming by the JWB; the 
appointment of senior personnel 
in JCC's whose exclusive 
responsibilities were for Jewish 
education; a substantial increase 
in sessions on Judaism and Jewish 
education at staff conferences 
and meetings.23 

There are many reasons for the 
intensification of the Jewish 
f<k..uS in toe center world: th~' 

vision and commitment of a small 
group of professional and lay 
leaders; the growing sense that 
the informal nature of the center 
makes it particularly conducive to 
creative Jewish educational 
activities; and the pragmatic need 
to find new tasks and functions 
for an agency in transition. 
Whatever the motivations, the 
center world in the 1980's has 
become preoccupied with the 
rhetoric of Jewish education. 

d) The Israel Experience 

After the Six Day War, American 
Jews began to come to Israel in 
increasing numbers. While the 
majority of diaspora Jews have 
still not visited Israel (the 
estimate of those who have been 
to Israel varies from 15-38%), 
those who have come to Israel 
seem to have been affected, 
sometimes significantly, and there 
is a growing sense that coming 
to Israel is an extremely 
important Jewish educational 
opportunity.24 

In 1986, in a report submitted to 
the Jewish Education Committee 
of the Jewish Agency ("The Israel 
Experience") it was estimated 
that "as many as a third of all 
North American Jews, who have 
never been to Israel, are 
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interested in such a visit".25 The 
report goes on to suggest that 
people are willing to spend money 
and time in Israel programs which 
go beyond ordinary tourism and 
rather focus on: family 
experiences, intensive tours that 
explore Jewish connections with 
Israel; and organized visits of 
like-minded groups. The report 
suggests that the existing 
obstacles to the growth of Israel 
visits (lack of information, cost, 
qU;jlity) could be overcome, and 
that Israeli educational programs 
could become a significantly 
expanded arena of American 
Jewish life in the next decade. 
Clearly, then, the Israel trip has 
emerged not only as a 
philanthropic mission, but also as 
a potentially important personal 
journey into authentic Jewish 
experiences and growth. 

These metamorphoses in existing 
American Jewish education in the 
past decade reflect some basic 
changes in the moods and 
attitudes of American Jews 
towards Jewish education. First, 
America's Jews have become 
increasingly concerned with the 
"pay-off' of their existing Jewish 
educational forms, and they are 
beginning to demand the same 
accountability from their Jewish 
educational institutions that they 
have come to expect from law, 
medicine, and general education.26 

Second, the time and venue of 
American Jewish education is 
changing. Whereas Jewish 
education once took place after 
school, on Sunday morning and on 
weekday evenings, it now also 
occurs at Shabbat family retreats, 
over five days at a national 
conference, during two weeks in 
Israel, or at a "lunch and learn" 
seminar near downtown offices. 

Third,-American Jews are 
affected by new patterns of 
leisure and aging in America, and 
there is a growing search for 
Jewish educational forms which 
fit comfortably into the new and 
expanded extra-eurricular 
calendar of American life. 
Sundays were once a very 
convenient time for Jewish 
education; now Sunday classes are 
in conflict with family outings, 
ski trips, and weekend vacations 
as well as with the needs of such 
non-traditional configurations as 
blended and single parent 
families. Previously, Jewish 
retirees in the North would 
attend evening adult education 
classes at the synagogue; today 
they live in southern Florida and 
are free for Jewish educational 
activities throughout much of the 
day. 

Finally, many contemporary Jews 
may be regarded as consumers 
for a Jewish educational product 
which is intelligIble, interesting, 
and which offers some faint 
glimmer of success. All of these 
reasons have resulted in the 
search for new routes and roads 
for Jewish experience and 
growth. 

THE STATE OF CURRICULUM 

Curriculum in American Jewish 
education is in a moribund state. 
It is characterized by six traits. 

First, there are many educational 
materials and resources in 
American Jewish education -- but 
few people know about them. A 
detailed survey of American 
Jewish educational instructional 
resources reveals the existence of 
a large and constantly growing 
collection of "materials": books, 

pamphlets, instructional units, 
curricula, filmstrips, tapes, maps. 
charts, transparencies.27 Pages 
upon pages are constantly being 
churned out by national 
denominational departments of 
education, the "big" commercial 
publishers, and an ever­
changing group of smaller 
publishers, local bureaus, and 
schools. 

At the same time, speak to any 
Jewish educator and they will 
say: "we don't have materials!" 
The reality is that vast amounts 
of materials have been produced 
in American Jewish education in 
the past fifty years, and some of 
it (especially that produced by 
the large commercial publishers 
and the denominational 
movements), is used extensively 
in Jewish schools throughout the 
United States. At the same time, 
much of the material lies 
peacefully in storerooms, 
pedagogic centers, and principals' 
offices throughout the country; 
unseen or unused by most Jewish 
teachers and children. The 
extensive production process of 
Jewish educational materials is 
not paralleled by an eqUivalent 
dissemination system. Indeed, in 
this age of great technological 
sophistication, American Jewish 
education has yet to create a 
viable mechanism for 
guaranteeing that the vast 
quantity ofeducational resources 
that have been produced over the 
past fifty years reaches the 
hands of teachers and the hearts 
of children. 

The second characteristic of 
Jewish educational curriculum in 
America is the lack of consensus 
about what should be taught. 
With the exception of Orthodox 
Jewish education, there is no 
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agreed-upon course of study, no 
standard curriculum, and no corpus 
of basic texts for Jewish 
education. Moreover, there is no 
general conception of what a 
graduate of American Jewish 
education should know or do, 
beyond the sense that he/she 
should "feel Jewish" (and there is 
no clear sense nor consensus 
about the meaning of "feeling 
Jewish"). Each principal, rabbi, 
school and teacher ultimately 
"makes his or her Shabbos" 
concerning the contents of Jewish 
education. Certain subjects have 
emerged as fairly common in most 
schools - Bible, Jewish history, 
Jewish practices, Jewish thought 
and ideas, Hebrew, Israel, 
Holocaust - but there are no 
common educational texts or 
contents. Some applaud this 
situation as reflective of pluralism 
and autonomy; others decry it as 
educational anarchy and 
negligence. 

The third characteristic of 
curriculum in American Jewish 
education is its commitment to 
capsulization. American Jewish 
education is increasingly dominated 
by the attempt to present a brief 
and concise summary of the great 
works and ideas of the vast 
compendium of Jewish knOWledge 
and civilization to the young. The 
archetypical book in American 
Jewish education is entitled: 
"Anthology," "Great Ideas of," 
"Wisdom of' " Catalog". This is 
paralleled by a radical turning 
away from the primary source and 
text as the central curricular 
content of Jewish education. 
Whereas classical Jewish education 
began with the detailed analysis of 
the text (from which larger ideas 
emerged),28 contemporary (non­
Orthodox) Jewish education opts 
for second-order synopses. The 

practical result is that the great 
texts of the Jewish people are 
increasingly inaccessible to young 
American Jews. 

The fourth characteristic of the 
curriculum field in the past 
quarter century is its virtual 
isolation from the academic 
study of Judaica. The well­
documented growth of Judaic 
studies in America has had little 
institutional impact on elementary 
and secondary Jewish education. 
There have been few substantive 
joint projects between 
departments of Judaica and local 
educational agencies, and new 
approaches and knowledge in the 
Jewish humanities and social 
sciences have not been felt in 
elementary and secondary 
classrooms and textbooks.29 
The barriers between elementary 
and secondary Jewish education 
and university level Judaic 
studies have remained firmly 
drawn, and are infrequently 
crossed from either side. : 

Fifth, the activities of curriculum 
development, evaluation, and 
revision are a minuscule aspect 
of contemporary Jewish 
educational life. There are 
essentially no full-time 
professional positions in Jewish 
curriculum development and 
evaluation, and there are few 
full-time institutes with mandates 
in that area. (Some of the 
exceptions over the past quarter 
century have been: The National 
Curriculum Research Institute of 
the then AAJE (now JESNA); the 
Melton Research Center of the 
Jewish Theological Seminary of 
America; The Melton Centre for 
Jewish Education in the Diaspora 
of the Hebrew University and 
some bureaus of Jewish education 
- e.g., New York, Chicago, L.A., 

Boston.) The infra-structure of 
American Jewish education has 
not included a well-funded, well­
supported professional agency 
devoted to research, development 
and evaluation in curriculum for 
Jewish education. 

Finally, Jewish curriculum 
development has been influenced 
sporadically by curricular trends 
in the field of general education. 
Jewish curriculum development 
has not taken place in a vacuum. 
and such trends as the structures 
of knowledge movement, the new 
social studies, cognitive­
developmental moral education, 
values-education, and behavioral 
objectives have been felt in 
Jewish education. However, these 
influences have been short-lived 
and USUally idiosyncratic. 
Moreover, in recent years the 
movement has been away from 
curricular innovation and 
development and toward staff 
development and/or innovative 
programming. Thus, today it is 
in fact difficult to discuss any 
dominant general trend in Jewish 
curriculum development. 

METAMORPHOSES IN CENTRAL 
AND COMMUNAL AGENCIES OF 
JEWISH EDUCAnON 

The past decade has been a time 
of change for several of the 
central and communal agencies of 
American Jewry that deal with 
Jewish education. 

Hebrew Teachers' Colleges. 
One of the major creations of 
American Jewish education in the 
first half of the twentieth 
century was a group of Hebrew 
teachers colleges or seminaries 
which provided post-secondary 
professional training in Judaica 



and pedagogy to young people 
interested in pursuing careers in 
teaching.30 For a time, these 
institutions flourished both as 
training institutes for educators 
and as centers for the academic 
study of Jewish life and culture. 
In the past few decades, however, 
new patterns for the academic 
study of Judaism and for the 
professional training of educators 
have emerged, and this 
development has dramatically 
aitected the functions, population, 
and enrollments of teacher 
training schools. The Hebrew 
teachers colleges, which emerged 
in the early to middle part of the 
twentieth century, have faced new 
challenges and problems, inclUding: 
declining enrollments; the 
emergence of departments of 
Judaica in general universities; and 
a shift in patterns of pre-service 
training away from specialized 
teacher training schools. (A sign 
of the times is the fact that 
almost all of these institutions 
have removed the word "teachers" 
from their name; thus, for 
example, the Boston Hebrew 
Teachers College is now "The 
Hebrew College".) Several of 
these institutions have 
reformulated their goals and 
programs and are now 
concentrating on new communal 
Lhallenges dJld needs: adult and 
continuing education, intensive 
secondary supplementary schooling; 
in-service teacher training; 
community programming; Jewish 
communal service. These changing 
patterns have resulted in many 
new creative ventures; they also 
reflect dramatic evolutions in 
patterns of higher Jewish 
education and Jewish teacher­
training. 

ProfeSSional Progams ofJewish 
Communal Service. While the 

Jewish teaching profession seems 
to be discarding some of its 
traditional training structures, 
during the past two decades the 
world of Jewish communal service 
has been busy creating new 
university-based professional 
training programs. Masters and 
doctoral programs for Jewish 
community center workers, Hillel 
directors, and federation and 
philanthropic personnel have been 
established at Brandeis 
University, Hebrew Union 
College, The Jewish Theological 
Seminary and the Columbia 
School of Social Work, and the 
Baltimore Hebrew University and 
the University of Maryland. The 
champions of these programs 
have been quite successful in 
obtaining the necessary academic 
and communal support to 
establish and maintain such 
endeavors, recruit a cadre of 
students, and help them find 
their place in the world of 
Jewish communal service after 
graduation. These institutions 
are now firmly established parts 
of the institutional structure of 
American Jewish life, and 
generations of their graduates 
occupy key positions of 
professional leadership in the 
American community. 

Moreover, these institutions have 
increasingly come to see 
themselves as connected to the 
venture of Jewish education. 
They usually are connected in 
some way to graduate programs 
of Jewish education and the 
Jewish growth of their clientele 
(children or adults) is assumed to 
be an important dimension of 
their mission. Thus, these 
programs constitute a new 
horizon of professional training 
in Jewish education. 
Bureaus ofJewish Education. 

9 

Bureaus of Jewish education were 
one of the innovative creations 
of the founders of American 
Jewish education in the 1920's­
408'.31 They were indigenous 
educational responses to new 
Jewish realities in America, and 
they were influenced by the most 
progressive American educational 
thinking of that time. They were 
set up to be service agencies to 
the many existing forms of 
Jewish educ~tion, and they 
pursued a broad range of 
activities: consultation, 
curriculum development, high 
school classes. inter-school 
programming, in-service programs, 
licensing. In practice, their main 
clientele was the mushrooming 
synagogue-sponsored Jewish 
supplementary school network. 

As we have seen, American 
Jewish life and education has 
changed quite dramatically since 
the 1930's - 1950's, and today's 
bureaus find themselves 
confronting new realities and 
responsibilities. Much of the 
bureau's work was originally 
aimed at the rich new network of 
supplementary schools in the 
1940's -70's. However, the 
sophisticated approaches to 
curriculum development, staff 
training and licensing are 
increasingly difficult to 
implement in today's part-time 
supplementary school world. 

The growth of non-Orthodox day 
schools confronts the bureaus 
with an entirely new arena of 
Jewish education, which 
heretofore had been outside their 
domain. (Orthodox day schools ­

which were the bulk of all day 
schools - had little to do with 
the bureaus.) 

The expanding arenas of early 
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childhood, adult learning, Jewish 
education in JCC's, camping, and 
the Israel experience need 
professional vision and direction, 
and bureaus are being called upon 
to contribute to their growth. 

The emergence of the federation 
in American Jewish life has had 
great influence on bureau life. 
;"'luch of bureau funding comes 
from federations, and hence 
bureau directors have had to 
become increasingly involved with 
the processes and dynamics of 
federation allocations. Bureaus 
are increasingly being expected to 
serve as professional consultants 
on education to an entire 
community, and hence their scope 
of operation is potentially much 
broader -- and it frequently 
demands different professional 
skills. Bureaus are now expected 
to be not only recipients of 
Jewish educational funds, but also 
advocates and spokespeople of the 
cause of Jewish education on the 
local and regional scene. 

Thus, the decade has been an era 
in which many bureaus have begun 
the creative -- and sometimes 
difficult -- process of re­
evaluation and re-definition of 
their functions and directions. 

National Agencies. In 1939 the 
AAJE (American Association of 
Jewish Education) was established 
as a coordinating body of bureaus 
and other central agencies of 
Jewish education. (In 1982 it was 
reconstituted and re-named JESNA 
-- the Jewish Education Service of 
North America.) AAJE-JESNA has 
assumed awide range of functions 
throughout its existence, including: 
the establishment of standards, 
research. evaluaQon, licensing, 
personnel placement, testing and 
curriculum development. Its role 

on the national Jewish scene has 
been increasingly influenced by 
the tension between the de­
centralized and denominational 
nature of American Jewish 
education and the emergence of 
increasingly powerful non­
denominational national and 
regional Jewish agencies. The 
report of a committee established 
in the late 1970's by the Council 
of Jewish Federations to examine 
the needs and role of the AAJE 
for the coming decades retlected 
the desire among some circles of 
American Jewry to create a 
national Jewish educational 
agency which would have the 
power and style of some of the 
emergent major American Jewish 
national agencies. These changes 
are now in the process of 
implementation (as reflected, for 
example, in the recent 
appointment of a leading 
academic of American Jewish 
communal life as Executive Vice­
President) and it may well be 
that JESNA will evolve into a 
national agency of advocacy, 
dissemination, and research for 
American Jewish education. 

In addition to re-adjustments in 
existing Jewish educational 
agencies, during the last decade 
we have also witnessed the 
involvement in Jewish education 
of agencies that previously had 
little or no concern with the 
topic. Local federations have 
become increasingly preoccupied 
with Jewish education as 
expressed by:32 increased 
federation allocations to Jewish 
education;33 local committees on 
Jewish education; in-service 
seminars on Jewish education for 
federation staff and lay-leaders; 
and an enhanced presence for the 
topic of Jewish education at the 
annual General Assembly.34 

Jewish education clearly has 
become a major agenda item for 
American Jewish federations. 

Other national Jewish agencies 
have also entered the world of 
Jewish education. The American 
Jewish Committee has an ongoing 
publication program on research 
and trends in Jewish education 
and it conducts periodic 
discussion forums on the topic. 
n.e JWB el1gage~ full-time staff 
to deal with Jewish education, 
and it has produced numerous 
Jewish educational guides, 
resource materials, and programs 
in recent years. Hadassah has 
an active Education Department 
with skilled lay and professional 
leadership, and has intensified 
the Jewish and Israel contents of 
its study programs. The National 
Council of Jewish Women has 
recently produced a series of 
educational materials on Jewish 
values as part of their workshop 
programs for local chapters. 
CAJE (Coalition for the 
Advancement of Jewish 
Education), a grassroots American 
Jewish educational network 
created in the 1970's, is today an 
important barometer of the spirit 
and concerns of contemporary 
Jewish educators. 

Indeed, we are currently 
witnessing a realignment of the 
traditional division of 
institutional responsibility for 
Jewish education among American 
Jewish agencies. This process is 
not without pain and dissension. 
Agencies which once had 
exclusive responsibility for Jewish 
education must now share the 
stage with agencies which 
previously had completely 
shunned the topic. Jewish 
education is now a concern of 
more American Jewish agencies 
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than at any other time in the 
twentieth century. 

CHANGE AND POWER IN JEWISH 
EDUCATION 

How does change take place in 
Jewish education and who are the 
power brokers charting its course? 

The local and decentralized nature 
of American Jewish education has 
shaped the dynamics of Jewish 
educ;itional change throughout the 
twentieth century. There is no 
central agency, department, or 
ministry of American Jewish 
education which has legislative or 
judicial powers. Schools 
ultimately "belong" to the 
population they serve, and the 
consumers are owners of their 
school systems. Thus, parents and 
school boards have much impact 
on the flow and direction of 
American Jewish schools. Rabbis, 
principals, and teachers are also 
important local power brokers in 
that they guide and implement the 
directions such schools will take. 
Children are the ones who have to 
undergo it all, and, as many a 
teacher knows, they are very 
often the ultimate forces in 
deciding the fate and future of an 
educational program. Thus, the 
bst prominent power broker of 
Jewish education is the 

3Sconsumer.

A second force in American Jewish 
education is a small group of 
professionals who have periodically 
exerted great influence on the 
direction of the system. 
Sometimes, the influence has been 
that of a teacher on a student or 
a principal on a school -- a Henry 
Goldberg in Brooklyn or a Shraga 
Arian in Albany. Periodically, 
there have been individuals who 

have shaped the education of an 
entire system or movement .­
Gamoran in Reform Jewish 
education, I>ushkin in the 
bureaus, and Reb Shraga in the 
day schools. Occasionally, a 
community of like-minded 
professionals (such as the 
Conservative movement's 
Educators Assembly in the late 
1950's and early 1960's) have 
served as a force of influence. 
Sometimes professional leadership 
for the cause of Jewi~h education 
has come from surprising 
directions. viz., the emergence of 
Jewish community centers and of 
university training programs in 
Jewish communal service as 
champions of Jewish education.36 

The third source of power in 
American Jewish education has 
been a small cadre of lay leaders 
who have emerged in each 
generation to champion the cause 
of Jewish education (the 
Schoolmans, Lawns, Grusses, 
Hornsteins, Meltons, Mandels). 
Some of these lay leaders have 
been well educated Jews 
committed to the continuation of 
a Jewish tradition which they 
know so intimately; others have 
been unhappy with the 
deficiencies in their own Jewish 
education and have decided to 
guarantee that future generations 
do not repeat their mistakes. 
These lay leader power brokers 
have sometimes aligned 
themselves with traditional 
educational agencies (the 
AAJElJESNA. the Commissions of 
Jewish Education of the 
respective denominations); more 
recently, they seem to be opting 
for more autonomous frameworks 
and foundations through which to 
channel their support. The new 
lay leaders are intelligent. tough, 
and committed to making major 

changes in the area of Jewish 
education. 

This is not the end of our story; 
the day school principal, the 
local rabbi, and the wealthy lay 
leader have affected Jewish 
education. but so have John 
Lennon, Richard Nixon, Bruce 
Springsteen. Ollie North, Don 
Mattingly, and the Grateful Dead! 
Jewish education takes place ,. 
within a larger social context, 
and the general life of America's 
Jews greatly affects what 
happens in Jewish education. 
Thus, Jewish life in the past two 
decades was shaped as much by 
such phenomena as Watergate. 
Contragate, "Zionism is Racism," 
Skokie, Jesse Jackson, Pollard, 
and Vietnam as it was by new 
Jewish textbooks and innovative 
curriculum projects. American 
Jewish education is influenced as 
much by the larger canvas of 
American culture and life, as it 
is by Jewish colors and strokes. 

Change in Jewish education over 
the past decade has ultimately 
been a nonsystematic weave of 
diverse human, institutional. and 
blind forces. Its over-riding 
characteristic has been its 
reactive rather than proactive 
nature. American Jewish 
education has had no systematic 
blueprint of desired directions 
and practical strategies; instead, 
it has responded with much good 
will and commitment to the crises 
and dilemmas of the here-and­
now. It is a system rooted in 
the solution of today's dilemmas 
rather than tomorrow's 
possibilities. 
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PERSONNEL 

Once a delegation of learned men 
was sent out to examine schools. 
They came to a town and said to 
the townspeople: "Bring us the 
keepers of the city." They 
brought them the magistrate and 
the police officials. "These are 
not the city's keepers" said the 
rabbis. "Who then are?", the 
townspeople asked. "The city's 
keepers are the teachers who 
reflect on Torah day and night" 
said the rabbis. 

In the higher scheme of things, 
the teachers are the city's 
keepers; in the past decade, the 
city has been having problems 
maintaining and perpetuating a 
cadre of high-level city keepers. 

Ins estimated that there are 
approximately 45,000 teachers in 
Jewish schools throughout the 
world, and 63% of these teachers 
are in the United States.37 This 
population is today generally 
American-born and/or trained (75% 
of day school and 86% of 
supplementary school teachers), 
and the era of the reign of the 
Eastern European rebbe or 
melamed in Jewish education has 
ended. The most prominent non­
native Jewish educator is the 
Israeli (either the emissary from 
Israel. of which there were a total 
of 697 of all types .. teaching, 
youth work, communal work -- in 
1983, and a much larger group of 
Israelis living "temporarily" or 
permanently in the United States). 
Estimates as to the number of 
Israelis in Jewish education vary 
greatly, but the figure-is probably 
somewhere between 16-26%. 

Generally, there is an unevenness
 
in the educational backgrounds of
 
Jewish educators.
 

Approximately 66% of today's 
Jewish educational force has 
completed general university 
studies and 60% have completed 
some college level Judaic studies. 
Principals usually have good 
Jewish and general backgrounds. 
Day school teachers tend to be 
much better Jewishly educated 
than their supplementary school 
counterparts (whereas 27% of day 
school teachers are ordained 
rabbis and 55% have a college 
level Jewish edu("alion, ov:.r 50% 
of supplementary school teachers 
have completed no Jewish 
education beyond high school), 
while supplementary school 
teachers generally have a better 
general education. There is great 
divergence, and no unified 
standards exist in the profession 
today. 

In the early 1980's, salaries of 
Jewish teachers averaged around 
S18,500 for full-time teachers in 
day schools, S9,OOO - 11,000 for 
teachers in supplementary schools 
and mid-S50,OOO's for center 
executives and school 
principals.38 (While these figures 
have increased in recent years, 
they have not expanded 
proportionally beyond general 
inflation rates.) Average salaries 
of Jewish teachers and line 
center workers were below those 
of general teachers (S24,559) and 
were significantly lower than 
other Jewish professionals' 
(Jewish principals, center 
executives, rabbis, and 
professionals in national 
agencies). Moreover, the 
economic precariousness of the 
profession of Jewish education is 
further underscored by the fact 
that Jewish teachers generally do 
not enjoy basic benefits progrilms 
-- health care, pension, 
sabbatical, childcare. 

Inadequate salaries, limited or 
non-existent fringe benefits, low 
status, and lack of communal 
support have helped to foster a 
spirit of ennui and malaise in the 
Jewish teaching profession over 
the past decade. There are 
moments of excitement and 
enthusiasm (e.g., an annual CAJE 
Conference, a new curriculum 
project), but the world of the 
Jewish teacher reflects much 
doubt and frustration. The 
malai~ is nm exclusively 
financial; it is ultimately about 
the larger dilemma of 
professional dignity. Many 
Jewish educators take their 
mission as keepers of the city 
very seriously, and they are 
frustrated and saddened to see 
the low regard in which they are 
currently held by the city. 

The state of the profession is 
further complicated by great 
ambiguity and chaos in pre-and 
in-service professional training. 
Several of the once-popular 
routes of teacher training no 
longer exist. The path travelled 
by the Eastern European rebbe 
and the European maski/ is no 
more, and the more recent route 
of the Jewish teacher training 
college has also changed. 
Consequently, today's prospective 
teachers pursue a series of 
diverse routes to reach their 
place in the classroom: university 
departments of Judaica; yeshivot 
in America and Israel; and 
departments of education at 
general universities. While these 
changes are not necessarily 
negative, they do imply that 
Jewish education, in contra­
distinction to medicine, law, or 
general education, has little 
supervision or control over the 
professional growth of its 
students. 
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In-service training is also devoid 
of over-all planning and 
supervision. Numerous in-service 
programs exist throughout the 
country: one-day institutes; 
ongoing seminars; summer 
institutes; visiting lectures; study 
at local universities. Israel has 
entered the arena of short and 
long-term in-service training in a 
serious way (summer institutes of 
the World Zionist Organization and 
the universities, the year-long 
Senior Educators program, the 
Jerusalem Fellows program); 
however, what characterizes all 
these programs is their lack of 
co-ordination in any systematic 
long-term growth plan. In-service 
training is programmatically rich 
but poor in terms of a 
hierarchical training plan. 

The level of Jewish knowledge of 
the Jewish educator has become a 
growing concern in the past 
decade. It has become abundantly 
clear that educational 
sophistication is a critical asset in 
the field of Jewish education; 
however, it cannot replace Jewish 
knowledge and commitment. As 
we have seen, some Jewish 
educators are very knowledgeable; 
too many, however, are not. In 
the poem "The Wonder Teacher," 
Cynthia Ozick describes a melamed 
who was a painfully inadequate 
pedagogue, but his Jewish passions 
and personality enabled him to 
work miracles. American Jewish 
education is looking for some 
wonder teachers. 

I must quickly add that at the 
very moment you are reading this 
essay, some wonder teachers in 
classrooms across North America 
are performing miracles. There 
does exist a cadre of native-born, 
JewishIy educated, and 
professionally sophisticated Jewish 

educators in contemporary 
Amenca They can be found 
directing day schools in Newton 
and Swampscott, teaching classes 
in Kendall and Paramus, guiding 
the Jewish programming of 
centers in Chicago, running a 
Hebrew school in Denver, and 
directing a summer camp in 
Conover. America has shown 
that it can produce Jewish 
educators who are very Jewish, 
very professional, and very able 
to touch the hearts and souls of 
young and old. The current 
challenge is to significantly 
expand the ranks of that saving 
remnant. 

ISRAEL 

A new kid has moved onto the 
block of American Jewish 
education in the past decade ­
the State of Israel. Since 
declaring statehood, Israel has 
always been concerned with 
American Jewish education; 
however, this concern haS 
blossomed into a passion in the 
past decade. Existing Israeli 
agencies traditionally responsible 
for diaspora Jewish education 
have expanded and 
professionalized their activities 
(e.g_, the Education and Culture, 
Youth and Hehalutz, and Youth 
Aliyah departments of the Warld 
Zionist Organization). In 
addition, a host of new national, 
academic, and autonomous 
agencies devoted to diaspora 
Jewish education have developed 
in Israel in the past decade: The 
Pincus Fund; The Joint Fund for 
Jewish Education; the Jewish 
Education Committee of the 
Jewish Agency; the Melton Centre 
for Jewish Education in the 
Diaspora of the Hebrew 
University; the Jaime 
Constantiner Chair and the 

Department of Jewish Education 
at Tel-Aviv University; the 
Center for Jewish Education at 
Bar-IIan University; the Shalom 
Hartman Institute; The Melitz 
Center for Jewish-Zionist 
Education; the Oesher Educational 
Foundation; the Jerusalem 
Fellows; the Senior Educators 
Program; Yad V'Shem Education 
Department; the Diaspora Museum 
Education Department. 

The emet genct' of these 
institutions has been accompanied 
by the mobilization of new funds 
for innovative diaspora Jewish 
educational projects; the creation 
of new educational materials; and 
the provision of new study 
opportunities in Israel. Today, 
potential Jewish teachers can 
pursue long-term academic 
programs at Israeli universities 
and yeshivot; experienced 
teachers can spend a sabbatical 
year in specialized educational 
study at the Hebrew University 
(the Senior Educators Program); 
senior personnel can undergo 
intensive one-to-three year 
advanced training for key 
leadership positions in Jewish 
education (the Jerusalem Fellows); 
and Jewish community center 
staff can attend intensive two­
to-three week study seminars 
especially tailored to their 
professional needs. 

The growth of the "Jewish 
education in the diaspora" 
industry in Israel has been 
accompanied by the emergence of 
a new generation of Israeli 
professionals who are increasingly 
assuming responsibility for 
Israel's involvement in diaspora 
Jewish education. Some are 
immigrants from America, Canada, 
South Africa, and Latin America 
who are familiar with the milieu 
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from.which they have come and 
whose professional lives have been 
associated with Jewish education. 
Others are native born Israelis 
who have been abroad on shlichut 
or extended study leaves and who 
have made the conscious decision 
to pursue diaspora Jewish 
education as their professional 
careers. We are currently 
witnessing the demise of older 
patterns of production and 
dissemination of "made-in-Israel" 
education?1 materials tor Di:lspora 
schools, and the emergence of 
more sophisticated and co­
operative educational approaches 
in curriculum development, in­
service training, and staff 
development. Indeed, the new 
generation of Israeli-based 
diaspora Jewish educators reflects 
the emergence of both a more 
cooperative educational perspective 
and a more Jewish people-eentered 
ideological world-view. 

The new role of Israel in diaspora 
Jewish education is not without its 
difficulties. First, there is always 
the possibility that approaches, 
materials, and programs produced 
in Israel might not reflect a sound 
understanding of the realities and 
needs of the local American 
Jewish child and community. 
Second, ideological issues 
periodically continue to cloud joint 
efforts between Israel and 
diaspora, (particularly the concern 
about imposition of a Zionist 
historiography on diaspora Jewish 
education). Finally, the history of 
Israeli and North American 
educational relations is checkered; 
there have been some wonderful 
joint ventures and efforts and 
some disastrous ones. Thus, the 
new boy on the block is welcome, 
but he has yet to prove himself. 

VISION 

Education is tu(>!:::d by one of 
two foras; either the struggle 
for survival or the vision of the 
good. Throughout much of its 
life, American Jewish education 
has been very much defined by 
the former, i.e.. concern about 
the preservation of some sense of 
Jewishness for a very 
Americanized Jewish population. 
The adult Jewish community has 
been very co!"c.emed with the 
mobilization of its Jewish 
educational system to combat the 
threats of assimilation, inter­
marriage, and Jewish illiteracy, 
and they have asked Jewish 
teachers and educators to fight 
this battle for them. 

Occasionally, there have been a 
few Jewish educators who have 
seen their task as shaping the 
direction of American Jewish life, 
rather than being shaped by it. 
These educators were guided by a 
vision of what Judaism and 
American Jewry could become, 
rather than being driven by the 
struggle for survival per se. 
The founders of the Orthodox 
day school movement were not 
seeking comfortable absorption; 
they were attempting to carve 
out a Jewish life style in America 
which they believed to be 
consistent with a Jewish vision of 
the world. 1be founders of the 
Camp Ramah movement were 
attempting to create a modem 
Hebrew religious culture and 
world-view for contemporary 
non-Orthodox American 
youngsters. The founders of the 
new Reform day schools believe 
that Judaism is a creative living 
force that can complement and 
enrich a good general education. 
Looking back on the past fifty 
years, we find some remarkable 

examples of Jewish educators who 
have developed innovative Jewish 
educational programs to present 
Judaism as an exciting, positive 
and personally meaningful world­
view. Such a visionary approach 
sees Jewish education as beyond 
socialization and defense; it sees 
it as ideology and belief. 

During the past decade, the 
Jewish educational community has 
been thirsty for vision. Jewish 
education hac;; devoted most of it~ 

energies in this period to solving 
immediate problems (funding, 
staff, programs); at the same 
time, there has been concern 
about the lack of vision and of 
great voices in the realm of 
Jewish education.39 Some of the 
veteran visionaries have retired 
or passed on, and others have 
become weakened by the draining 
battles in the trenches. The new 
visionaries have often become 
tempered by the toughness of the 
battle and they frequently have 
become very cautious. Thus, 
while Jewish education seems to 
be a mature and relatively well­
equipped ship, it is not always 
clear where it is sailing or who 
is its captain. 

WHERE TO NOW? 

"Round and round she goes and 
where she stops nobody knows." 
The story of American Jewish 
education in the past half­
century is a saga of many paths, 
and it is not presently dear 
where the roads are leading. 
However, the signposts that we 
have erected clearly indicate that 
American Jewish education is at a 
major crossroads and will look 
different in the coming decades. 

The history of American Jewish 
education is, in fact, a story of 
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striking malleability and change in 
a relatively short time span. 
Thus, the system that exists today 
is not inextricably bound by 
current forms, and today's 
structures will not necessarily be 
tomorrow's institutions. 

What then can we say about the 
likely face of Jewish education in 
the next decades? , 

The new map of American Jewish 
education will include the 
continuity of some of its existing 
forms, as well as significant 
metamorphoses in others. The day 
school is here to stay, and it is 
no longer exclusive to one 
geographic area or denominational 
group in America. At the same 
time, the day school is a flower 
which has not yet fully bloomed. 
Some friendly critics suggest that 
the typical day school is an 
amalgam of good private education 
and the old-style supplementary 
school, housed under one roof. 
The day school movement has 
established itself; now it will have 
to deal with a host of emergent 
new educational issues, e.g.: 1) the 
relationship between the teaching 
of Jewish and general culture; 
2) the day school as a total 
educational community 
encompassing areas such as adult 
education, Shabbat and holiday 
activities, and summer 
programming; 3) the training of a 
new generation of day school 
teachers; 4) the expansion of 
secondary day school education. 

The supplementary school will 
undergo radical changes as 
American Jewry enters the 
nineties.40 The Sunday and 
afternoon forms of supplementary 
school which met the needs of 
mid-eentury suburban American 
Jewish life, are increasingly 

problematic for late twentieth 
century Jewry. A new part-time 
educational system will need to 
fit into the yearly schedule of 
American life and education, and 
at the same time, provide quali­
tatively (if not quantitatively) 
rich Jewish experiences to young 
people. The "new" supplementary 
school will have to maximize its 
use of winter breaks, spring 
vacations, February recess, 
summers, Jewish holidays, 
wet'kec.d!', and the "rampus" of 
Israel to do its job. Most 
American Jews probably will 
continue to opt for a more 
minimal rather than maximal 
Jewish education for their young; 
at the same time, they will 
demand that this education be 
well defined, enjoyable, and offer 
some po~bility of success. 

New forms of Jewish education 
which reflect the social, 
ecological, and demographic 
realities of late-twentieth century 
Jewry are likely to emerge in the 
coming decades. The old Jewish 
urban neighborhoods, alive with 
the sounds and fragrances of 
Shabbat and holidays, are no 
more, and new "neighborhoods" of 
this sort will have to be created. 
The Jewish community center 
might well become the hub of 
such a new "Jewish 
neighborhood." A child may 
learn spoken Hebrew better by 
playing basketball at the center 
after school "in Hebrew" than by 
sitting for long hours in the 
Hebrew school classroom trying 
to memorize verb conjugations. 
A Sunday morning ceramics class 
may do a better job of teaching 
Jewish art than a lecture on the 
subject. A Saturday oneg 
shabbat may teach more about 
Shabbat than a frontal lecture in 
Hebrew school on Tuesday. 

Weekend retreats and national 
conferences are becoming 
increasingly important Jewish 
educational moments. Five days 
at the General Assembly of the 
CJF at a hotel in Washington, 
Chicago, or Miami is an intensive 
hothouse of Jewish living. The 
Israel pilgrimage or seminar is an 
intense dose of total Jewish 
living. The traditional times and 
settings for Jewish education are 
changing, and we shall have to 
learn to utilize the exciting new 
options that lie before us. 

The area of Jewish 
communications is still in its 
infancy. The revolution in 
television, cable, and computers 
has still not fully penetrated 
Jewish life. There is a 
respectable world of Jewish 
pUblishing; however, it is not 
clear to what extent the bulk of 
American Jewry is touched by 
Jewish print (books, magazines, 
press, newsletters) or what the 
potential for the growth of the 
market might be. Are we ready 
for an exciting Jewish family 
magazine? Is a high quality 
national newspaper a pipe dream? 
Is a weekly specialized Jewish 
newsletter realistic? It is not 
clear if the current deficiencies 
in these areas are consequences 
of market, vision, or initiative. 

The movement of Jewish 
education out of classrooms into 
these new settings will lead to 
new institutional divisions of 
responsibility. We have already 
witnessed the increasing 
involvement in Jewish education 
of organizations which previously 
had little or no connection with 
this sphere. This process will 
continue, and it will result in 
much creativity, as well as much 
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inter-institutional tension over 
"turf." Indeed, the next decades 
may be an era of great shifts in 
institutional self-definition and 
division of labor. We shall see 
the demise of some agencies and 
the birth of new ones. (Some of 
the institutions that had power in 
Jewish education twenty years ago 
no longer exist or have lost much 
of their influence, whereas 
agencies that didn't even exist 
then have risen to the fore 
today.) It will take great courage 
to be able to bury what has no 
longer become functional and give 
birth to what is now needed. 

The growth of a revitalized 
American Jewish educational 
system in the next decades may 
very much depend on the ability 
of the Jewish community to 
generate new models of central 
and communal Jewish educational 
agencies. One of the great 
debates within the Jewish 
educational community in the 
formative years of the 1930's-40's 
was whether to create strong 
central agencies of Jewish 
education or to evolve a network 
of consultative service bureaus.41 

The latter approach won and has 
prevailed for half a century, with 
the result that American Jewish 
education has never had powerful 
central organizations. It may well 
be time to create agencies of 
Jewish education having the 
power, calibre, and scope of the 
federations, philanthropic agencies, 
and defense organizations. The 
time may be ripe for a strong, 
well-funded, professional Jewish 
educational network which, once 
and for all, begins to tackle the 
problems of: curriculum 
development, professional pre- and 
in-service training; research; and 
funding. 
One of the most immediate issues 

confronting Jewish education is 
the crisis of personnel. This is 
currently a major agenda item in 
Israel as well as in North 
America, and it is receiving much 
attention from several public and 
private bodies. The challenge is 
clear: to create a cadre of 
professional Jewish educators who 
have the wisdom and skills to 
conduct a system of high 
educational quality and of 
authentic Jewish content. These 
educators must be of tht' highest 
quality both in terms of their 
Jewish and professional 
educational abilities,and they 
must be remunerated on par with 
the highest salaried Jewish 
professionals in the country. 
Part of the re-organization of 
Jewish education will require 
creation of new professional 
positions. For example, the 
traditional categories of 
federation worker, bureau 
director, principal, teacher, 
center worker, and camp director 
may change dramatically, and 
entirely new combinations and 
positions may emerge by the 
1990's, e.g.: "community director 
of education" (instead of bureau 
director), "community Judaica 
resource expert" (perhaps in 
connection with an academic 
appointment), "annual scholar-in­
residence from Israel" (instead of 
shaliach), "director of adult 
Jewish education", "community 
Jewish educator" (instead of 
teacher). 

The emergence of Israel as a new 
force in Jewish education has 
only begun. -Israel offers a 
remarkable on-site laboratory for 
innumerable Jewish educational 
experiences, and no Jewish 
education should exclude this 
remarkable Jewish campus. 
Moreover, the rich resources of 

Israel (personnel, institutions, 
professional experience) must be 
fully utilized to help deal with 
the broad array of problems and 
challenges confronting Jewish 
education in the coming decades. 
It is time to organize a bilateral 
Jewish educational community 
composed of American and Israeli 
Jewish educators to work 
together throughout the coming 
years in order to dramatically 
improve Jewish education. 

Finally, we must begin to re­
focus on the inner core and 
spirit of the enterprise of Jewish 
education. We must once again 
remind ourselves that Jewish 
education is related to affecting 
the minds, hearts, and daily lives 
of young and old children. We 
must return to a vision of 
education committed to people, 
rather than to denominational 
loyalties; to the growth of minds 
and souls rather than to the 
expansion of institutional empires; 
to lasting commitments to Jewish 
sources rather than passing tastes 
of "Jewishness". Judaism as a 
world view and education as the 
concern for the child must once 
again assume their rightful roles 
as the linchpins of Jewish 
education, and educators of 
vision and courage must emerge 
as central forces in American 
Jewish life. 

The agenda of American Jewish 
education in the next decade 
encompasses both immediate 
issues of funding, staff­
development, and curriculum. as 
well as more basic questions of 
vision and direction.42 The 
current deliberations of 
professionals and lay leaders will 
have long-range ramifications for 
future generations of Jewish 
education and life. We may be 
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walking down primrose paths .- or 
toward dead ends. The path we 
take is in our very hands; while 
we shall not complete the task, 
we are surely not free to desist 
from confronting the challenge of 
creating a Jewish educational 
system in the next decades which 
will strengthen the future of our 
people and touch the souls of our 
young. 
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