Teacher Recruitment: Day Schools

Jewish Educators: Broadening the Pool

he severe shortage of qualified
I teachers is threatening the
renascence of Jewish educa-

tion in America.

Both supply and demand have con-
tributed to this shortage. I'll begin with
the good news, which is the demand:
Over the last decade, larger and larger
segments of American Jews have
accepted the notion that Jewish educa-
tion is essential for ensuring Jewish con-
tinuity. Existing schools have grown,
more day schools have opened across
the denominational spectrum, and for-
malized adult education programs such
as Derekh Torah, the Florence Melton
Adult Mini-School, and Me’ah have
opened up in many cities across
America. So the need has grown con-
siderably, even as a steady percentage of
the Jewish population entered Jewish
education.

But the supply of quality educators
has also been affected by social, demo-
graphic, and economic factors that pull
potential teachers away from the profes-
sion. First, American society, in gener-
al, does not esteem the teaching profes-
sion (excluding university-level teach-
ing). Second, as assimilation progress-
es, fewer Jews possess the deep Jewish
knowledge necessary to teach many
core Jewish subjects. Third, women,
who traditionally made up the majority
of teachers, have many more career
options — and higher salaries — open to
them. Lastly, as the cost of living (espe-
cially “Jewish living”) rises, the low pay
and benefits of the field prevent many
men and women from seriously consid-
ering teaching as their primary profes-
sion.

While it is true that administrators
are filling the positions they need, the
experience of the last fifteen years indi-
cates that finding teachers who meet all
the criteria of the ideal educator is
becoming more difficult. Lowering the
standards of teaching will not only
weaken the quality of instruction, but
also, in the long term, will weaken the
case for Jewish education among
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American Jews, effectively reversing the
recent positive trend. It is, therefore,
vital that we seek creative ways to
expand the pool of qualified teachers.

DAy ScHOOL VS,
ScHooL

SUPPLEMENTARY

Before discussing how we might
broaden the pool of educators, we
should acknowledge at the outset the
differentiated needs of Jewish schools.

Wherever one might stand on the
issue of allocating communal resources
between supplementary schools and day
schools, it remains a fact that these two
types of schools differ in many ways.
For all their similar interests in educat-
ing Jewish children, the two remain dis-
tinct in terms of form and content.
Structurally, supplementary schools are
usually synagogue-based, strictly volun-
tary, and are limited to a few hours a
week. Curricularly, coverage, both in
terms of knowledge (Bible stories, holi-
days, life cycle, and Jewish history) but
especially in terms of skills (Hebrew flu-
ency, familiarity with prayers, and textu-
al decoding and interpretation), is more
significantly limited than in day schools.

Day schools, in contrast, are free-
standing (even if movement-affiliated),
offer Judaic studies in the highly struc-
tured context of a school, have available
to them many hours for both formal and
informal instruction, and frequently
(although by no means always) instruct
the children of families who have some
form of commitment to Jewish values
and practice. Thus, the day school has
greater opportunity to reinforce many
ritual behaviors in the course of the day,
teach many components of Jewish liter-
acy in a more expanded fashion, and
help students achieve at least intermedi-
ate competence in the reading and
speaking of Hebrew. For this, teachers
must have a wider base of knowledge in
Judaics, particularly for middle school
and high school grades. They must be
able to engage Hebrew texts in the orig-
inal with some sophistication and, in
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many cases, they must themselves be
fluent in Hebrew. (Admittedly, in a
departmental setting, these might not all
need to be mastered by the same
teacher.) In addition, while all teachers
require some pedagogic training to be
effective, the structured school environ-
ment of the day school teacher requires
that she or he must have solid grounding
in such skills as effective organization
and communication, classroom manage-
ment, planning a lesson, and how best to
evaluate student progress. Lastly, the
nature of classical Jewish texts, both
Biblical and Rabbinic, requires a peda-
gogy which will enable teachers to help
students develop the skills of decoding,
understanding, and analyzing these
sources.

LoOKING BEYOND TRADITIONAL POOLS

In light of the recent trend to endorse
and build Jewish day schools in North
America, the challenge before us is to
nurture broader pools of teachers trained
in four areas: Jewish knowledge,
Hebrew fluency, general pedagogy, and
Judaic pedagogy. However, even this is
too general; there is insufficient data
with respect to what sorts of knowledge
and skills are needed by teachers in a
day school with a text-based curriculum
or in a school with an integrated curricu-
lum. Whatever the Jewish community
will decide to do in terms of near-term
strategies, we need to support the
research that will yield a better under-
standing of the process by which chil-
dren are educated Jewishly. Only this
will enable us to devise long-term solu-
tions to the problem of teacher shortages
in the day schools.
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It is more important where people end
up than where they start. As in all pro-
fessions, a career in Jewish education
will have many entry points. We need to
create muitiple routes that reflect this
variety, and nurture those on each path
accordingly. While efforts might, at
some future point, be coordinated, at this
point, I think multiple programs are
desirable to simply increase the pool of
teachers and even experiment with a
variety of approaches to teacher educa-
tion.

One model of teacher training, fund-
ed by the Avi Chai_Foundation, was
started this year at the Pardes Institute of
Jewish Studies in Jerusalem. Itis a syn-
thesis of the multiple components men-
tioned above, whereby students with one
year of intensive learning (or its equiva-
lent) take two additional years of cours-
es at Pardes in classic Jewish texts and
Jewish pedagogy while they are also
enrolled in graduate courses in Jewish
education at the Hebrew University’s
Rothberg School for Overseas Students.
Students are required to reach certain a
level of Hebrew proficiency (ulpan is
offered to those who need it), and must
undertake several short stints in the
classroom at host institutions in North
America to obtain some practical experi-
ence. Thus, at the end of two years, stu-
dents receive an M.A. in Jewish educa-
tion from the Hebrew University,
achieve a level of Hebrew proficiency
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and Judaic knowledge, and gain some
field experience. In return for funding,
students agree to return to North
America and teach in a day school for
three years. This year’s cohort has four-
teen students — comparable to existing
Jewish teacher training programs in
North America — and a similar number is
expected for next year’s group.

What is interesting is that the new
educators’ program attracted several
individuals already studying at Pardes
who had not been contemplating a career
in Jewish education. In their initial year
of exploring Jewish texts and tradition,
often together with deepening their own
Jewish identity, students found the idea
of a life engaged in the study and teach-
ing of these sources appealing, and the
program was there for them.

Pardes is not the only viable model
where we might find new teachers.
Those studying for graduate degrees in
Jewish studies could be ripe for consid-
ering Jewish education. Hebrew profi-
ciency is generally a requirement of
these programs, and many of these indi-
viduals are affiliated, and even commit-
ted, Jewishly.  Approaching those
women and men whose training is in the
sorts of subjects taught in day schools
(of varying stripes) with an offer of
multi-year stipends in return for several
years of teaching in a day school might
attract some who were not intent on
careers in research or higher education.
Obviously, courses in  pedagogy and
field experience would have to be
worked into the students’ program, but
this potential pool of teachers should be
explored.

Indeed, once we have begun to look
at the university, we see that another
pool of teachers could be college stu-
dents who have taken several Judaic
studies courses. Over the same period of
growing Jewish assimilation we have
been examining, a counter-trend has
been occurring on college campuses
around the United States and Canada:
the growth of academic Jewish studies.
Many campuses, with or without large
Jewish student populations, have devel-
oped Jewish studies programs or depart-
ments, which offer a wide range of
courses on Judaism, Jewish history, the

Bible, Jewish thought, mysticism, and
women in Judaism. Hebrew language
instruction is also readily available on
many campuses, and is often connected
with these courses in some form. To be
sure, their academic diet does not neces-
sarily nourish them with what they will
need to teach in day schools, but, given
their interest in the subject matter, which

It is more important where
people end up than where
they start... multiple pro-
grams are desirable to sim-
ply increase the pool of
teachers and even experi-
ment with a variety of
approaches to teacher edu-
cation.

is often part of a larger identification
with their own tradition, they are an ide-
alistic group who might consider Jewish
education as a career. Clearly, signifi-
cant supplementation wili be required to
prepare them for day school teaching,
which requires more extensive knowl-
edge of texts and traditions. Perhaps a
program similar to the one at Pardes
could be utilized to achieve this. But,
approaching this pool of candidates —
many of whom are still idealistic and not
burdened with family responsibilities —
with an offer of debt relief and/or a
stipend in return for several years of
teaching could enlarge the number of
people available to teach in day schools.

Another area of potential recruits is
the denominational seminary. Several
teacher-training programs already are
drawing students who have advanced in
their Judaic studies in rabbinical school.
With the inclusion of women in three of
the four seminaries, the pool has grown.
True, the rabbinate is currently a more
attractive career in terms of status and
pay, but once the students are engaged in
serious Judaic studiés, the idea of teach-
ing for a career could be presented to
them in return for stipends, loan forgive-
ness or other arrangements, and could
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increase the number of qualified people
entering the field.

Lastly, one pool that should be tapped
in some way is day school graduates
themselves. We hope that the positive
effects of the growth and expansion of
day schools will yield more knowledge-
able and committed young Jewish men
and women. For the better students
among them, proficiency in Judaic
knowledge and in Hebrew will already
have been achieved; getting them to con-

Given the extensive prepa-
ration required to be compe-
tent ... teachers have a right
to demand on-going profes-
sional development incor-
porated structurally into
their careers.

sider teaching as a serious career option
is the challenge. In targeting day school
graduates while they are still in high
school, many social and cultural obsta-
cles must be overcome to help students
see teaching as a noble and satisfying
profession, rather than as what “those
who can’t” end up doing. But the Jewish
community should not write this group
off automatically as “not interested.”

KegpING THEM IN THE FIELD:
ONGOING TEACHER EDUCATION

While the Jewish community may
succeed in attracting more people to
consider the field of Jewish education, it
is equally if not more vital to do what it
takes to keep them there. Given the
extensive preparation required to be
competent in the classroom, teachers
have a right to demand on-going profes-
sional development incorporated struc-
turally into their careers. It is generally
acknowledged that the graduates of pro-
fessional programs are not “finished
products,” and graduates of teachers’
programs are no different. But, we must
then translate that awareness into action
and assist individuals to develop further,
once hired. Creating these opportunities
is essential to professionalizing the field,
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attracting quality people, and keeping
them in the field.

I would like to offer several sugges-
tions that would help make teachers
more effective in the classroom and raise
the status of the field. Summers are an
ideal time to supplement one’s training,
and new teachers should be given incen-
tives to devote their two months off to
making up the lacunae in their particular
education and preparing for the next
year. Generally, courses in specific ped-
agogy (tanakh, Hebrew, talmud) and
even ulpan could be taken in the summer
through local universities or teacher col-
leges, with tuition covered by the school
in which they are teaching.

In terms of specific content, a setting
like a community-wide beit midrash,
possibly with paid study partners, could
be created so that teachers could prepare
the content for the coming year in a
supervised way. Thus, if a teacher
knows she/he will be teaching chapters
12-22 of Genesis (the story of
Abraham), then she/he could be paired
with someone who knows the text well.
Each morning for a month, the text
could be covered. Such a program could
bring together many Judaics teachers in
a community or city, and even allow for
Jewish pedagogy classes to be offered
collectively in the afternoon. Initially,
enticements would need to be provided
to incentivize teachers to dedicate this
much time; some communities might
prefer to target teachers in the earliest
years of their careers, or create a mix of
teachers from all levels. The field, over-
all, will benefit from the perception that
it is a valued and investment-deserving
profession, whose calendar is actually
year-round rather than September to
June.

These teachers also will need to have
mentors designated to them in their first
few years of teaching. Virtually every
school has seasoned and exceptional
teachers, whose value as mentors may
equal, and possibly outweigh, their
value as full-time classroom teachers.
One-on-one as well as group mentoring
could be arranged; aside from the very
practical advice these new teachers will
receive, they will also develop the bonds
of community and collegiality essential

for the health of the profession and its
members. The school, of course, must
sacrifice for this, building in time for
mentoring and meeting sessions, releas-
ing new and veteran faculty for these
conferences, and possibly offering
salary incentives for the mentors, who
no doubt will be investing more time
than one or two class periods a week, if
the mentoring is done properly. But if
developing such programs nurtures
young talent and stems attrition, this is a
worthwhile investment for the school
and for the community. Keeping teach-
ers for as long as possible is essential for
the raising of educational standards in
day schools.

CONCLUSION

Given that the pool of qualified
teachers grows smaller even as demand
increases, we cannot afford “business as
usual.” Existing teacher training pro-
grams will not satisfy the demand. It is
time to study and learn what sort of edu-
cation quality day school teachers need.
Then, we must look to new pools from
which to draw teachers, and create the
programs and institutions that will pre-
pare them appropriately. If we want to
inspire the next generation of Jewish
youth to lead committed Jewish lives,
we must provide them with inspiring and
well-prepared teachers. The issue of
appropriate compensation will also need
to be addressed.

Foundations and philanthropic indi-
viduals are prepared to help. They seek
a partnership with educational institu-
tions and professionals who are prepared
to take the initiative, to look beyond our
current structures, and to invent new
ones that will meet future needs. If we
are passive or merely reactive to current
realities, our grandchildren will look
back upon the missed opportunity of the
early 2Ist century, when Jewish day
schools opened with promise, but closed
their doors for lack of quality educa-
tors.=

Dr. Michael Berger teaches Jewish stud-
ies at Emory University in Atlanta. He is also
a program officer for the AVI CHAI
Foundation, which promotes Jewish educa-
tion and Jewish unity.
Reprinted with permission of author
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