
 

Part-Time Jewish Education (Hebrew School, Sunday School, Religious School…) 

What Do We Know and What Can We Do? 
 

From September 2016-May 2017, a group of professionals from 15 Federations, including Large, Large 
Intermediate, and Intermediate communities, met to learn about trends and best principles in part-time 
Jewish education. 

The “curriculum” was driven by the group’s conversation and, particularly, by three questions that arose 
during their early sessions: 

- “School” seems like the wrong paradigm for what we’re trying to do. What is the right 
paradigm? 

- We need to engage more families and children in Jewish learning. What are our options? 

- Sometimes, we know what to do—we just can’t embark on the change that will get us there. 
How do we lead change? 

These questions led to our learning with a series of experts. Our sessions were recorded and are on 
FedCentral (see links at the end of this document). 

Our lessons learned include the following. 

 

Lessons about Congregational Schools 

School is the wrong paradigm for what we are trying to do. Its framework (grades, seats, classes, 

teachers, written activities) is limiting.  

 

There are new, non-school paradigms being used in congregations and other settings for this kind of 

education that are interesting and important. They help us move away from “school.” 

 

Resources on new models: 

 Upending the Grammar of the Conventional Religious School, Isa Aron (academic article) 

 The Jewish Education Project’s  I*MPACT NOW: Models, the Study, and Videos, stories of 12 

congregations and their new models with written text and video of educators 

 This study is an evaluation of four of these models. 

 A Snapshot of How Legacy Organizations and Innovative Startups Can Work Together to Create 

Powerful Jewish Teen Engagement, Rachel Fine and Jeff Lasday (EJP) 

 Transforming Synagogue Education through Project Based Learning, Rebecca Rosenthal and 

Mirit Sands (EJP) 

 A Historic Crusade for Learning: The Future of Hebrew School, Miriam Heller Stern (EJP) 

 Thinking and Rethinking Supplementary Religious Education: A Look at Nine Models, Phil Jacobs 

(Covenant Foundation) 

 How Teaching Models Are Evolving in Afternoon Schools, Adina Kay-Gross (Covenant Foundation) 

 Mentoring a Child through B’nai Mitzvah, Kathy Schwartz (URJ blog post) 

https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/378026
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/378026
https://www.jewishedproject.org/resources/impact-now-models-study-and-videos
https://www.jewishedproject.org/sites/default/files/2017-01/The%20Impact%20of%20New%20Models%20of%20Congregational%20Jewish%20Education%20%282015%29.pdf
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/a-snapshot-of-how-legacy-organizations-and-innovative-startups-can-work-together-to-create-powerful-jewish-teen-engagement/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/a-snapshot-of-how-legacy-organizations-and-innovative-startups-can-work-together-to-create-powerful-jewish-teen-engagement/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/a-snapshot-of-how-legacy-organizations-and-innovative-startups-can-work-together-to-create-powerful-jewish-teen-engagement/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/transforming-synagogue-education-through-project-based-learning/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/transforming-synagogue-education-through-project-based-learning/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/a-historic-crusade-for-learning-the-future-of-hebrew-school/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/a-historic-crusade-for-learning-the-future-of-hebrew-school/
http://covenantfn.org/sightline/news/400/99/Thinking-and-Rethinking-Supplementary-Religious-Education-A-Look-at-9-Congregational-School-Models
http://covenantfn.org/sightline/news/394/99/How-Teaching-Models-Are-Evolving-in-Afternoon-Schools
http://covenantfn.org/sightline/news/394/99/How-Teaching-Models-Are-Evolving-in-Afternoon-Schools
http://covenantfn.org/sightline/news/394/99/How-Teaching-Models-Are-Evolving-in-Afternoon-Schools
https://urj.org/blog/2016/11/16/mentoring-child-through-bnai-mitzvah-new-approach
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Lessons about Congregational Schools (continued) 

A strong and compelling congregational school is one that engages children and families in ongoing 

learning and the living of meaningful Jewish lives. 

 

A strong congregational school is led by an educator with a deep and meaningful vision of what learning 

looks like in that setting, what should be learned, and how the learning should occur. 

 

In a strong congregational school, the educator has a supportive team behind him of rabbi/ clergy team, 

volunteer leaders (parents and non-parents), and others. His vision is shared by those with power in the 

congregation. They are of one mind about what they doing—the educator does not receive conflicting 

messages about his direction. 

 

Congregational schools face intractable problems (example: Teachers are perpetually underpaid, 

undereducated, and undertrained.). We can learn from other models about how to address these 

challenges (example: Jewish Kids Groups is very informative on the teacher challenge). But, action on 

these challenges will take radical innovation, not incremental innovation—we will have to throw away 

our old assumptions about what we want and be ready for something very new and different. 

 

Resources on the philosophies and visions of congregational education: 

 Portraits of Part-Time Jewish Learning that Works, Susan Wyner (EJP) 

 Can Today’s Congregational School Teach Tomorrow’s Happiness?, Scott Aaron (EJP) 

 The Signs of Marching Jews, David Bryfman (JFNA blog) 

 It’s Time to Invest in Part-Time Jewish Education, Anna Marx (EJP) 

 Transforming Congregational Education: A Paradigm Shift (Bill Robinson) (EJP) 

 Gleanings: Issue on Congregational Education (JTS) (publication) 

 

 

  

http://www.jewishkidsgroups.com/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/portraits-of-part-time-jewish-learning-that-works/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/portraits-of-part-time-jewish-learning-that-works/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/can-todays-congregational-school-teach-tomorrows-happiness/
https://jewishfederations.org/education-and-engagement/ideas-in-jewish-education-and-engagement/the-signs-of-marching-jews
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/its-time-to-invest-in-part-time-jewish-education/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/its-time-to-invest-in-part-time-jewish-education/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/transforming-congregational-education-a-paradigm-shift/
http://www.jtsa.edu/stuff/contentmgr/files/0/da2685f0980a69524549a632c11fce10/misc/jts_gleanings_v3i1_r6.pdf
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Building Alternative Programs (not Congregational Schools) 

Most communities have a significant and increasing number of families choosing not to enroll 

their children in congregational or day school education. 

 

We need new products to more heavily engage the audience.  

 

Any community should offer an array of options for intensive Jewish education and experiences for 

children.  

This should include: 

 Afternoon programs that look like aftercare (ie daily, experiential, childcare for working parents) 

 Sunday morning-only programs 

 Day and overnight camp 

 Family experiences: Saturday afternoons, havurot, family camp 

 Congregational programs 

 and the unexpected, the truly new, that comes out of design labs and grant funding and other 

opportunities for creativity and change. 

 

Children and families in day and part-time programs might avail themselves of these—it can’t be 

either/or. 

 

Resources on programs and initiatives that aren’t Hebrew school: 

 A Response to the Redemption of Hebrew School, Ana Fuchs (Robbins) (EJP) 

 The Start-Up Nature of Jewish Afterschool Programming, H. Glenn Rosenkrantz (Covenant 

Foundation article) 

See also: 

 Upending the Grammar of the Conventional Religious School, Isa Aron (academic article) 

 The Jewish Education Project’s  I*MPACT NOW: Models, the Study, and Videos, stories of 12 

congregations and their new models with written text and video of educators 

 This study is an evaluation of four of these models. 

 Thinking and Rethinking Supplementary Religious Education: A Look at Nine Models, Phil Jacobs 

(Covenant Foundation article) 

 

 

 

http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/a-response-to-the-redemption-of-hebrew-school/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/a-response-to-the-redemption-of-hebrew-school/
http://ejewishphilanthropy.com/the-start-up-nature-of-jewish-afterschool-programming/
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/378026
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/378026
https://www.jewishedproject.org/resources/impact-now-models-study-and-videos
https://www.jewishedproject.org/sites/default/files/2017-01/The%20Impact%20of%20New%20Models%20of%20Congregational%20Jewish%20Education%20%282015%29.pdf
http://covenantfn.org/sightline/news/400/99/Thinking-and-Rethinking-Supplementary-Religious-Education-A-Look-at-9-Congregational-School-Models


 

Part-Time Jewish Education (Hebrew School, Sunday School, Religious School…) 

What Do We Know and What Can We Do? 
FOR EXAMPLE: 

 CAMP:  

o In Toronto, Federation worked with partners (PJ Library, local day camp/s, local 

overnight camp/s) to create  “PJ Goes to Camp,” bringing PJ Library families to day 

camps to encourage them to enroll for the summer as well as a “Weekender” initiative 

at overnight camps to do the same for potential overnight campers. Contact Natalie 

Walden to learn more about PJ Goes to Camp and Evan Mazin to learn more about the 

Weekender program. 

o In New York, UJA Federation works with the Foundation for Jewish Camp to facilitate an 

incubator for new day camps. Contact Paul Isserles to learn more. 

 NEW AFTERSCHOOL MODELS:  

o Using seed funding, The Toronto Federation helped to launch an outdoor afterschool 

program; Shoresh is a year-round program that connects Jewish learning with ecological 

awareness in a pluralistic context. Contact Natalie Walden. 

o Similarly, UJA Federation of New York helped the JCC of Manhattan launch the Jewish 

Journey Project using seed funding. Contact the Jewish Journey Project to learn more. 

 

  

mailto:nwalden@ujafed.org
mailto:nwalden@ujafed.org
mailto:emazin@ujafed.org
http://www.cjnews.com/perspectives/jewish-camps-offer-taste-of-programs
mailto:Paul@jewishcamp.org
http://shoresh.ca/shoresh-outdoor-school
mailto:nwalden@ujafed.org
mailto:info@jewishjourney%20project.org
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Cultivating or Designing the Landscape 

We aren’t directly engaged in what happens in a classroom. What is a Federation’s role in this context? 

 

Use funding as an incentive for change. Support incremental and radical or disruptive innovation 

through grants.  

 Make small and big changes through grants. Offer $1000 program grants and $50,000+ initiative 

grants. Offer funding for participation in training intensives, national intensives or local ones 

that Federation creates. Example: The Jewish Education Project in New York awards grants 

between $500-$1000, with a few at $2500, to area congregations for early childhood and family 

engagement, teen engagement, and congregational learning or for creating bridges between 

those areas, awarded according to innovation, potential impact, quality, feasibility, and 

leadership. In Chicago, the CFJE (Community Foundation for Jewish Education) awards grants to 

congregations and other organizations to adopt best principles in education for children and 

families. And, congregations in the CHIdush program (see below) have up to $3000 to prototype 

initial efforts.  

 

Launch new initiatives.  

 Provide seed funding. Example: The Toronto Federation gave financial support to Makom to 

help it expand, ensuring that more Toronto children and families have access to this afterschool 

program in public schools. Contact Natalie Walden. The Los Angeles Federation is experimenting 

with family camp, piloting different approaches through 15 family camp experiences in the 

community. Contact Shira Rosenblatt. 

 Provide technical assistance: funding and donor acquisition, Board development, coaching. 

Example: Combined Jewish Philanthropies in Boston offers consultant support, coaching, from 

experts to those leading congregational education programs. Consultants target leadership 

teams including educators and clergy to help them implement new models. CJP also offers 

training workshops in specific areas related to innovation: arts-based learning, project-based 

learning, relationship-based learning; workshops are accompanied by consultant support. 

Contact Julie Vanek and learn more.  

 Create partnerships that will expand educational opportunities in the community. Bring 

together JCC, synagogue, and other needed agency leaders for conversation about the 

landscape and new collaborations. Example: Toronto worked with PJ Library and local agencies 

to create onramp initiatives to help families become engaged in Jewish learning even before 

religious school might start and to connect PJ families to other Jewish opportunities. PJ Next Step 

http://makomfamilies.org/
mailto:nwalden@ujafed.org
mailto:SRosenblatt@JewishLA.org
mailto:Julie%20Vanek%20%3cjuliev@cjp.org%3e
https://www.cjp.org/our-work/jewish-learning/religious-education-jlc/innovative-models-jlc-pilot-programs
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Programs include PJ Goes to School, PJ Goes to Camp, and PJ Plus. Plug into PJ connects families 

with synagogues. PJ Plus is a ten week parent-child curriculum for 18 month-4 year olds, 

engaging families and children in learning and celebration through music, arts, and stories, all 

focused on PJ Library books and taking place in JCCs, synagogues, public libraries, and private 

homes. Contact Adina Lipson.  

 

Conduct research. 

 Develop inquiries, support the research process, and publish findings. Example: In Chicago, the 

CFJE has explored questions that will help the CFJE expand those exposed to Jewish education 

and help community agencies sharpen their work. Research is published and available to 

community stakeholders and to the broader Jewish public outside of Chicago. 

 

Coach through professional and leadership development.  

 Introduce new ideas at community convenings. Example: In Los Angeles, Builders of Jewish 

Education worked with Hebrew Union College to bring their B’nai Mitzvah Revolution to the 

community’s synagogue and other institutional leaders in a one-day convening about innovation 

in congregational education. In Chicago, the CFJE brings together into “Communal 

Conversations” educators across settings—early childhood, religious school, policy-makers—to 

discuss issues facing Jewish education.  

 Offer sustained professional learning about new models and managing change at ongoing 

meetings of educators. Example: The Toronto Federation created a two-year fellowship program 

in partnership with the Jewish Theological Seminary’s Davidson School, training congregational 

educators in experiential learning Contact Natalie Walden.  

 Create a leadership initiative for rabbi-educator teams that helps them develop a unified 

educational vision. Example: Boston convenes clergy-educator-lay leader teams in their 

Leadership Development Institute, working with them on vision and values and strategies to 

move their organizations toward these ends. In Chicago, through the CHIdush initiative, 

Federation worked with UpStart to facilitate an eighteen-month program for leadership of eight 

congregations to help them learn design thinking skills in order to reimagine and lead change in 

their congregations. Contact Joy Wasserman. 

 Help teachers understand more about teaching through ongoing coaching. Example: Houston 

brought the Mandel Teacher Educators’ Institute to the community, helping educators 

understand how to work together in trusting communities to reflect regularly on their teaching 

moves in the classroom; Houston also pairs master teachers with newer teachers as continual 

mentors to support their classroom work. Contact Elaine Kellerman.  

https://www.cjetoronto.com/pj-library/pj-plus
mailto:alipson@ujafed.org
mailto:nwalden@ujafed.org
https://www.cjp.org/our-work/leadership-development-institute-ldi
http://upstartlab.org/2016/09/in-the-media/chidush-honing-skill-innovation/
mailto:joywasserman@cfje.org
mailto:Elaine%20Kellerman%20%3cekellerman@houstonjewish.org%3e
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CURRICULUM 

September 

Introduction  

Notes 

Resources: 

“Unleashing the Power of Congregational Education” (Spring 2016) Gleanings (JTS) 
 

November 

Discussion of the Relevance of the "School" Paradigm  

Notes 

Resources:  

The Grammar of Schooling, David Tyack and Larry Cuban, pp 85-88 

The Grammar of Congregational Schooling, Michelle Lynn-Sachs 

Video: Changing Education Paradigms 
 

December 

Unpacking the School Paradigm (educational change consultant Rob Weinberg)  

Notes 

Slides 
 

January 

Alternative Models: Sunday Only (Ana Robbins of Jewish Kids Groups)  

Notes 
 

February 

Day Camp as a Meaningful Jewish Experience  (Paul Isserles of the Foundation for Jewish Camp) 

Notes 
 

March 

Change Management (educator Nancy Parkes) 

Notes 

Slides 
 

May 
A Community’s Role (Jen Goldsmith of The Jewish Education Project) 
Notes 
 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/uiy1hpnhjzj7fmd/PTJE%20Learning%20Circle%20September%202016.mp4?dl=0
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/441890
http://www.jtsa.edu/stuff/contentmgr/files/0/da2685f0980a69524549a632c11fce10/misc/jts_gleanings_v3i1_r6.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/s/hqom4zzomykg0o7/PTJE%20Learning%20Circle%20November.mp4?dl=0
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/441891
https://books.google.com/books?id=WCQ8TVEP8H8C&pg=PA85&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=3
http://lev.jewishlearningventure.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Lynn-Sachs-The-Grammar-of-Schooling.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDZFcDGpL4U&list=PL39BF9545D740ECFF&index=10
https://www.dropbox.com/s/tv85v32a487zc7g/PTJE%20Learning%20Circle%20December%202019%20Rob%20Weinberg.mp4?dl=0
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/441965
https://www.dropbox.com/s/2kaxb9xdg7swvdp/PTJE%20learning%20circle%20December%20Rob%20Weinberg%20slides.pptx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/2ur659q10pchg1b/Part-Time%20Jewish%20Education%20Learning%20Circle%20January%2024%20Jewish%20Kids%20Groups.mp4?dl=0
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/441897
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/435034
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/442009
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ic3ha7899zjazuc/zoom_0.mp4?dl=0
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/452591
https://www.dropbox.com/s/64dauqrs15un12o/Nancy%20Parkes%20PowerPoint.pptx?dl=0
https://zoom.us/recording/play/H2BiFItUFbJpJrfrt7e8QoldC478U6N5NHitbVvzVeFgKWkF3gLA_xBv1N4qVShM
https://fedcentral.org/assets/view/444579

