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A CALL TO ACTION

 

Jack Bieler asks: “How can we know if we are accomplishing our goals if we’ve never de�ned them 

clearly enough and never measured them?”

During my year as a Jerusalem Fellow in 1985-6, my tutor, Mike 

Rosenak, a”h, brought me up short. I had been teaching in a well-

known Jewish day school for over a decade and had met with, in 

my opinion, a modicum of success. While I enjoyed the intellectual 

challenge that my very intelligent and sophisticated students pre-

sented, I was well-aware that many of them were not observant. 

!is had not bothered me since my educational philosophy had 

been to try to present di"erent dimensions of Judaism in a well-

thought-out manner, in the hope that adolescent students, for 

whom most of their lifestyle choices were yet to be made, would 

consider eventually living committed, traditional lives. However, I 

never thought about evaluating my teaching based upon my stu-

dents’ eventual choices. While discussing this with Mike, he told 

me that he felt that not knowing, or for that matter caring, how 

Jewishly students lived their future lives was irresponsible, and 

could be viewed as even “bankrupt” teaching. One cannot only fo-

cus on process, and not take product into consideration. When all 

that matters is teaching in the moment, nothing is really on the 
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line; there was no way to evaluate whether the teaching or the 

overall educational experience that was taking place was e"ective. 

He then said, 

Every class and school should set a baseline for its 

students depending upon its religious orientation and 

community. �e choices of goals would of necessity 

vary, and emphasize one or a number of behaviors, in-

cluding: observance of certain halakhot, choosing not 

to intermarry, joining a Jewish institution, visiting Is-

rael, sending their own children to day school, living in 

a Jewish community, reading Jewish periodicals, etc. 

– and then measure over time to what extent such goals 

have been realized among the recipients of the school’s 

e!orts. Either the results will con"rm that the teach-

ing and experience was e!ective, or it will demonstrate 

that the goals, the teaching approach, the educational 

environment, the type of faculty members, etc. have 

to be adjusted to the reality 

of the school, its student body 

and the state of general and 

Jewish culture. 

I have never forgotten Mike’s 

observation and have been inter-

ested in seeing to what extent his 

conception could be born out not 

only in my own classes in school 

and shul, but for Jewish educa-

tion in general. But, as in so many 

things, the “devil is in the details.” 

While I could relatively easily stay 

in touch with my own students 

and congregants, follow-up stud-

ies for schools as a whole are not 

only few and far-between but also 

rarely made public and accessible 

to the broader community. More often than not, sweeping evalu-

ations are made based upon random anecdotes rather than solid 

data. !e few schools that do conduct solid research are nervous 

that releasing less than stellar results will impact negatively upon 

their institution’s reputation and competitiveness in attract-

ing students. Funders dismiss the idea of investing in this type 

of research because not only would it be very costly, but by the 

time any results are produced, the decision-makers claim that in-

evitable changes in both religious and secular culture and lifestyle 

will have rendered even the most evidence-based conclusions ir-

relevant. 

Nevertheless, one has to wonder whether the schools them-

selves have speci#c Jewish performance standards in mind for the 

students who are currently attending as well as those who have 

already graduated. Mission statements for Jewish day schools 

are written for websites and to satisfy evaluative organizations 

like the Middle States Association for Colleges and Schools, but 

to what extent are these formulations of goals and vision made 

known, acted upon, and regularly revisited and updated within 

the school community? Additionally, while certain generic aca-

demic goals can comfortably be adopted by the entire faculty – 

e.g., critical thinking, textual analysis, logical written and oral pre-

sentations, the avoidance of sexual harassment and gender-based 

chauvinism, and overall moral and ethical sensitivity – universally 

advancing speci#cally Torah-based values and observance is ironi-

cally more problematic within the day school context. Since in 

most Jewish day schools a signi#cant percentage of teaching and 

specialty sta", let alone members of the parent body, do not share 

the religious lifestyle or values which ought to constitute the rai-

son d’être of such an institution, is it reasonable to set ultimate 

goals of religious observance and/or Jewish identity, on whatever 

level for those passing through the school, when this will not nec-

essarily be the consistent message that will be presented to or ex-

perienced by the student body? 

I would argue that despite these many challenges, it is im-

portant for day schools to attempt 

to clearly de#ne their goals and as-

pirations, and then proceed to de-

termine to what extent their e"orts 

have been successful. Shouldn’t 

they be interested in learning 

whether their visions have been ef-

fectively communicated to their 

students, and what sort of long-

term e"ects can be observed? I be-

lieve that a Jewish day school’s rai-

son d’être is seriously undermined 

and thrown into question when 

attention is not paid to the e"ects 

of particularly the Jewish compo-

nents of the school’s educational 

program. !e costs of Jewish edu-

cation continue to rise. It is di$cult 

to expect parents to pay enormous 

tuition costs and philanthropists to subsidize these schools if 

concrete positive results cannot be quanti#ed over time. 

I would like to propose a means for beginning to gather in-

formation about as well as ultimately address these issues at 

relatively little #nancial cost, and with potential bene#ts that go 

well beyond studying trends in Jewish practice among day school 

graduates. A few years ago, I served as a mentor for the Lookstein 

Center for Jewish Education’s Principal’s Program, at which the 

concepts and practice of Action Research were taught to partici-

pants so that they could conduct research in their own schools 

when they would return to work. It seems to me that tasking day 

school faculties as a whole – should this be the responsibility of 

only the Judaic studies sta" or the faculty as a whole makes for an 

interesting deliberation – to become researchers on behalf of not 

only their own particular schools, but the general enterprise of 

Jewish day school education, constitutes a strategy by which this 

type of important information could be gathered and processed. 

Each sta" member usually has a few students with whom s/he has 

solid research are nervous that 
releasing less than stellar results 

competitiveness in attracting 
students.
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developed a close relationship. Other graduates, who were not at-

tached to a speci#c faculty member, could be assigned to various 

members of the sta" so that at least an initial e"ort at establish-

ing contact and investigating current Jewish practice could take 

place. Obviously this would be voluntary from the perspective 

of graduates and not everyone will wish to participate in such a 

project. But I suspect that even some of those who did not have 

the most positive experience might appreciate the opportunity to 

debrief regarding how they feel and the reasons that contributed 

to where they #nd themselves today. A former teacher, represent-

ing the school as a whole, showing interest in a former student 

may o"er a connection that the student would welcome, now that 

he #nds himself in an essentially secular environment of a college 

campus or the workplace. Recent articles describing the phenom-

enon of the “Odyssey Years” (three papers on this topic appear in 

the volume of the proceedings of the Orthodox Forum entitled 

"e Next Generation of Modern Orthodoxy, ed. Shmuel Hain, Ktav, 

2012), whereby individuals between the ages of 20 and 40 (!) do 

not make #rm commitments. One result of this extended anchor-

less stage is that many day school graduates “fall between the 

cracks” Jewishly – reaching out to hear their voice would perhaps 

constitute an opportunity to help them reconnect. 

At what point former students should be evaluated is an in-

teresting question. Ideally, such contact and research should take 

place several times over a number of years – perhaps #ve and ten 

years post graduation – in order to gain some sort of sense of the 

evolution of belief and long-term e"ects of one’s education. While 

the precise timing of these assessments is debatable, we ought not 

waste time in the debate and in the process miss a critical oppor-

tunity. 

!e results of what teachers learn from communicating with 

former students would be shared by the entire faculty in the in-

terests of evaluating what the results may imply and how to in-

corporate these #ndings into current curriculum and extra-cur-

ricular experiences. In turn, such discussions would encourage 

the school’s educators to re&ect on the educational experience as 

a whole, individually as well as collectively, a process in which all 

professionals should engage. Such deliberations would also con-

stitute an excellent method by which to train and season novice 

educators so they could adjust more smoothly to the Jewish day 

school setting. On a broader scale, hopefully several philosophi-

cally like-minded schools would compare and contrast their 

results so that future research initiatives could be re#ned, and 

policies could be developed collaboratively. !ere would also be a 

bene#t to a particular school in the sense that it should become 

apparent to all that it is committed to its students well beyond 

the years of their attendance within its walls, which in turn may 

inform the type of education o"ered, how best to deliver it and 

an important basis for additional fundraising.

Finally, it probably would be optimal if such a project were 

overseen by an individual with professional training, so that ex-

perts trained in statistical analysis and educational research could 

advise and review the #ndings and suggest new avenues for re-

search and innovation. 

QUESTIONS

discussions on the goals 

and recruitment?

What internal resources do 

our schools look like?


