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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RESEARCH AND
 
PRACTICE IN JEWISH EDUCATION:

CAN WE (AND SHOULD WE) CLOSE THE GAP?
 

What is the responsibility of the education de and Jewish education. I contend that most of 
partment of an academic institution, or the re our common-sense assumptions about re
search department of a central agency, to the 
schools which surround it? What significance 
do the books and journals in the education 
section of a university's library have for the 
front-line workers in the field? What, to frame 
the question most broadly, is the relationship 
between research and practice in the field of 
Jewish education? 

It seems that whenever researchers in Jew
ish education gather, these questions crop up, 
often to the frustration of the participants; for 
discussions of this issue very quickly become 
repetitive and circular. But the issue is un
avoidable, especially in a field as small and 
undeveloped as ours. All of us play so many 
overlapping roles (as teachers, parents, ad
mittistrators, consultants, and board mem
bers) that it is sometimes hard to differentiate 
between our activities as researchers and our 
activities as practitioners. Funding for re
search in Jewish education is so minimal and 
so irregular that those seeking funds are con
stantly called upon to demonstrate the utility 
of their proposed studies. At the same time, 
there is an opposing pressure to prove that the 
field of Jewish education is as academically 
respectable as any other. 

This paper represents my attempt to move 
the discussion of research and practice out of 
the circle and into a coherent framework, 
wherein different positions are exemplified 
and compared. The framework I use is bor
rowed from an article by the philosopher 
Richard McKeon (1952), entitled "Philosophy 
and Action," which outlines four distinct phil
osophical views of the relationship between 
theory and practice. In this paper I apply 
McKeon's typology to research in both secular 
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search and practice fall into one particular 
conception out of the four, and that this con
ception is too flawed to be relied upon exclu
sively. Though the other views have their lim
itations as well, each is built on a kernel of 
truth, and each highlights a particular facet of 
the complex relationship between knowledge 
and action. Following McKeon, I assume that 
there is no one proper way to link research and 
practice. A comparison of the four views, and 
a deliberate scanning of the alternative re
search strategies suggested by each can help 
researchers in Jewish education become more 
reflective and, perhaps, more resourceful. 

Throughout this paper I use the term re
search to refer to the full range of scholarly in
quiry in the field of education, from philoso
phy and history to sociology, psychology, ec
onomics and anthropology. That inquiries in 
these diverse fields can be discussed together 
under the same heading is an arguable point, 1 

as is my use of the term research to denote this 
amalgam. 2 A third point open to debate is my 
inclusion, under the same rubric, of a wide 
spectrum of research activities, from the iso
lated work of individuals to large-scale coop
erative efforts. I ask that the reader grant these 
points at the outset, in the hope that the anal
ysis which follows will serve as a useful heu
ristic. 

The Logistic Conception ofthe Relationship 
Between Research and Practice 

The commonsense view of the relationship 
between research and practice is that the pur
pose of research in education is to identify 
regularities in human behavior that pertain to 
education, and to derive from these regulari
ties some practical prescriptions for teachers, 
administrators, and/or policy makers. Much 
as the engineer applies the laws of physics to 
the building of bridges and machines, the ed
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ucational practitioner should be able to take 
"laws" related to learning, teaching, social in
teraction, and so forth, and create successful 
and efficient learning environments. If there is 
a controversy over what counts as successful 
or efficient, the philosophical researcher can 
be called in to clarify these concepts. The no
tion that sound educational practice can be 
"derived," almost logically, from research, 
fits into the category which McKeon terms 
"logistic." 

In secular education the logistic view un
derlies a number of research paradigms, in
cluding "process-product" research on teach
ing and "school effectiveness" research 
(Brophy 1979; Griffin and Barnes 1984; 
Zumwalt 1982). Another type of research 
rooted in the logistic conception is policy re
search, which: 

provides the state with authoritative and 
objective evidence concerning the costs 
and consequences of social policies: 
Research is expected to improve the ef
fectiveness of social service. [Cohen 
and Garet 1975, p. 20] 

In Jewish education the logistic view pre
vails among those who commission, engage 
in, and read research; For example, the Amer
ican Jewish Committee has, over the years, 
commissioned a number of studies aimed at 
improving one or another aspect ofJewish ed
ucation. The assumption has been that each of 
these studies would yield certain policy rec
ommendations, which would serve as "a cat
alyst and directive for educational change" 
(AJC 1976, p. 22). Though the studies under 
consideration have been quite modest and ex
ploratory in nature, each has ended with expli
cit proposals for action. Even Samuel 
Heilman's ethnographic study, "Inside the 
Jewish School" (1984), had certain policy rec
ommendations appended to it, though it was 
not at all clear that the recommendations de
rived from the data at hand. 

The classic example of how the logistic 
conception dominates research in Jewish edu
cation is the fanfare that accompanied the 
Bock (1976) and Himmelfarb (1974) studies. 
These studies indicated that a threshold of a 
certain number of hours of instruction was re

quired before Jewish education made any dif
ference in a person's identification as a Jew. In 
their rush to derive practical prescriptions 
from these studies, the AlC and other leaders 
of the Jewish community paid scant attention 
to the fact that the thresholds "established" by 
the two studies were vastly different (3,000 
hours in the case ofHimmelfarb; 1,000 or 500 
hours in the case of Bock). 

A single study, however, or even two can 
hardly be taken as the final word. When the 
Bock and Himmelfarb data were reanalyzed 
by Cohen and Ritterband (1984), it was found 
that controlling for gender made the threshold 
disappear. Unfortunately, the reanalysis came 
too late to repair the damaged reputation of 
supplementary schools among some commu
nal leaders. In contrast, secular education 
reseachers in the "process-product" tradition, 
for example, base their practical prescriptions 
on dozens of inter-locking studies. The pauci
ty of research in Jewish education, and the 
lack of a critical attitude by consumers, 
makes the logistic mentality particularly sim
plistic and misleading. 

Even were we to have traditions, schools, or 
paradigms of research, as is the case in the 
field of secular education, the notion that 
practice might be derived from research in a 
straightforward manner would still be open to 
question. As Schwab (1957) and others have 
pointed out, theories and research in the so
cial sciences are only partial representations 
of a very complex reality, and may offer con
tradictory explanations of social phenomena. 
Moreover, the rate of change in our society is 
such that even generalizations which are cur
rently valid may have a very short half-life 
(Cronbach 1975). The analogy between the 
educational practitioner and the engineer is 
faulty, because not all educational research 
generates laws, and because those "laws" that 
are generated are not as reliable as those of 
physics. 

Finally, even if a certain body of education
al research were to repeatedly confirm certain 
generalizations which remained stable over a 
period of time, its acceptance by practitioners 
and policy makers as a basis for changing their 
practices and policies would hardly be guar
anteed. In the field of secular education there 
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has been considerable hand-wringing about 
the lack of awareness and adoption of research 
findings (Lindblom and Cohen 1979; Cohen 
and Garet 1975). Some blame practitioners 
for being parochial and resistant to change; 
others blame researchers for employing the 
wrong methodologies (Eisner 1984; Bolster 
1983; Greer 1983). Still others attribute the 
problem to the fact that educational research 
is, as yet, undeveloped (Jackson and Kiesler 
1977). All acknowledge that, at least for the 
foreseeable future, practitioners and policy 
makers will not utilize the findings of re
search in as simple and direct a fashion as the 
logistic conception implies. 

The Operational Conception 

Given the problems with the logistic perspec
tive, it was natural that some researchers 
would begin to advocate an entirely opposite 
view - that research and practice must be 
viewed as separate and distinct endeavors. 
This conception, termed by McKeon the "op
erational," is rooted in Aristotle's delineation 
of three fundamental types of activities: the 
theoretical, the practical, and the productive. 

What are the implications of this differ
ence? Proponents of the operational offer at 
least four different answers: 

1. That researchers should be given the lat
itude to work on their own, without the expec
tation that their efforts will yield something of 
use to practitioners (Kerlinger 1981; Phillips 
1980). 

2. That researchers accept the fact that the 
knowledge and insights they generate can do 
no more than influence the social climate in 
which practical decisions are made (Weiss 
1977); consequently, that they deliberately 
orient their research toward issues of personal 
and political concern, so that their research 
becomes a conscious political tool (Lindblom 
and Cohen 1979). 

3. That neither researchers nor practition
ers be asked to bear the burden for forging the 
connection between their activities, but that 
agencies and mechanisms be createg for ef
fecting such a linkage in a careful, thorough 
and politically sensitive way (Keppel 1966; 
Louis 1981). 

4. That a new kind of research is needed, 

research which focuses on the "practial wis
dom" of the successful practitioner (Schwab 
1978, p. 331; Argyris and Schon 1975; Schon 
1983). 

Each of these suggestions has much to rec
ommend itself to the field ofJewish education. 
The first and the third are more appropriately 
addressed to central agencies and organiza
tions: Clearly, there must be greater accept
ance, on the part of funding agencies of all 
sorts, of the legitimacy of research in educa
tion as a valued activity in its own right. In ad
dition, a crucial role could be played by cen
trally located linking agents, who translate the 
findings of research to practitioners, and the 
reactions of practitioners back to researchers. 

For those researchers concerned with hav
ing their research "make a difference" in some 
undefined way, the operational views ex
pressed in points two and four can help them 
begin to clarify what they mean by "making 
a difference." Rather than living in the fantasy 
world ofthe logistic, they must begin to think, 
in more political terms, about the kind of dif
ference they want to make. Do they want to 
critique certain existing arrangements or 
spotlight exemplary ones? Who are the prac
titioners whose skill merits inquiry? Once ex
emplary practitioners are identified, how do 
we get others to emulate them? 

All of the operational views other than the 
first require the kind of support and infra
structure which is still quite rare in the field 
ofJewish education. Not surprisingly, the only 
two examples which come to mind of research 
informed by the operational conception have 
been conducted under the auspices of two 
large bureaus of Jewish education, in New 
York City and in Los Angeles. 

The 1988 New York BlE study of 40 sup
plementary schools included classroom obser
vations, interviews with students, teachers, 
parents, administrators, rabbis, and lay lead
ers, as well as pencil-and-paper assessments 
of student knowledge, involvement, and atti
tudes. 3 The most notable aspect of the study, 
aside from its scope, was the careful ground
work laid by the study team, which served to 
maintain interest in the study, and to facilitate 
the implementation of its recommendations. It 
was no accident that the publication of the 
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findings coincided with the development ofan 
action plan designed to test some of the rec
ommendations. 

In Los Angeles, the Bureau of Jewish Edu
cation, and the education schools of the He
brew Union College and the University of Ju
daism have joined together to study, through 
both quantitative and qualitative methodo
logies, teachers of Hebrew and Judaica in the 
Los Angeles area. In undertaking these 
studies, the researchers hope to identify and 
assess the size ofa number ofdifferent teacher 
populations, and to determine both the moti
vations and perceived needs of each group. 
The Bureau plans to use this information to 
create experimental projects aimed at improv
ing the situation of one or another of the sub
populations. 

The Problematic Conception 

The examples cited above highlight two fac
tors which may be prerequisites of the suc
cessful utilization of research: (l) the coordi
nated use of a number of different methodo
logies and approaches; and (2) the close con
nection between researcher and both practi
tioners and policy makers. But what of the 
individual researcher operating from a single 
methodological perspective? Can he or she 
hope to influence either practitioners or poli
cy makers? In the past few years two different 
approaches to educational research have 
emerged, which answer this question in two 
different ways. The fITSt, which would fit into 
McKeon's category of the "problematic," be
gins with a critique of the faulty notion of 
"derivation" of practice from research. The 
reason, in this view, that practitioners do not 
use the findings of educational research is that 
this research is generated in splendid isola
tion, with the assumption that practitioners 
will be its passive recipients. On the contrary, 
however, practitioners are (or should be) re
flective and inquisitive individuals who have 
research questions and concerns of their own, 
and who possess at least some of the resources 
necessary to conduct such research. Problems 
of "linkage" would largely disappear (and the 
professional development of teachers and ad
ministrators facilitated) if research were 
viewed as a joint endeavor. 

McKeon calls this approach the "problem
atic" because its philosophical roots may be 
traced to Dewey, who conceived of all schol
arly inquiry as following the same basic pat
tern: a felt problem, the generation of alterna
tive solutions, and the testing of these solu
tions through thought and empirical study 
(1938/1966). But the idea of practitioners en
gaging'in research probably owes as much or 
more to Kurt Lewin, who coined the term 
"action research." Action research in educa
tion enjoyed a brief popularity in the 1950's 
(Corey 1953), but fell into disrepute because 
it was poorly conducted, and because it was 
often too narrowly conceived (Hodgkinson 
1957). 

Contemporary practitioners of action or 
problematic research are, in contrast, quite 
broad in their perspective and sophisticated in 
their methodology. Recent examples of this 
kind of research in the field of secular educa
tion include teachers recording and analyzing 
events in their classrooms on their own 
(Lampert 1985; Paley 1986), in groups (Mc
Donald 1986), or with the assistance of out
side researchers' (Florio and Walsh 1978). 
Other examples fit more closely into the Dew
eyan model, with teams of teachers, working 
together with outside researchers, to research 
the causes and potential solutions of problems 
they have identified (Klausmeier 1982; 
Jacullo-Noto 1984). 

Advocates of the problematic approach of
fer several different kinds of arguments in its 
favor: 

1. That research can empower teachers 
and make them more reflective (Paley 1986; 
Jacullo-Noto 1984; Florio and Walsh 1978). 

2. That teachers invested and involved in 
research are more likely to take its findings to 
heart and change their behavior when a 
change is indicated (Klausmeier 1982; Tuthill 
and Ashton 1983). 

3. A more radical claim: That the knowl
edge generated by teachers is knowledge of a 
different sort; and that this type of knowledge 
is a requisite for both academicians and policy 
makers in their attempts to fully understand 
the process of education (Lampert 1985; Mc
Donald 1986). 

I have not found any studies which have en
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gaged policy makers in a comparable school
based research, but I do know of at least one 
such study in museum education. Robert 
Wolfe undertook a naturalistic observation 
study of visitors in the Metropolitan Museum 
in New York. Members of the research team 
included docents, curators and board mem
bers. Actual on-site observation of visitor be
havior and preferences challenged many of 
the assumptions held by the curators and 
board members, and resulted in changing the 
museum's exhibition policy in several re
spects.4 

In the field of Jewish education, we have at 
least one example of research undertaken 
from a problematic framework, Judith Press' 
(1987) phenomenological analysis of student 
perceptions of the Hebrew school she directs. 
When she presented her paper at the 1987 
Conference on Research in Jewish Education, 
Press noted that her research gave her a fresh 
perspective on the school, and highlighted the 
need for certain structural changes. Similarly, 
Susan Wall's (1986) study of parents in a sup
plementary school suggests another useful 
form of problematic research. Though Wall 
herself did not work in the school she studied, 
she believes that "the focus group approach 
has tremendous potential for launching a 
much-needed dialogue between educator and 
parents" (p. 31). 

The notion of bridging the gap between re
search and practice by having practitioners 
engage in research has some limitations, both 
practical and principled. The motivations, 
concerns, skills, timetable, and rhythm of the 
researcher are different from, and may even 
be antithetical to, those of the practitioner. 
Even if time could be found for practitioners 
to conceive of and engage in research, the re
sulting studies would be likely to be more ep
isodic than ongoing. A good deal of coordina
tion would be required to make such studies 
cumulative; this coordination would probably 
have to be provided by an outsider, or at least 
by a staff member assigned to this task. De
spite these limitations, research of this sort 
has a certain appeal, and I hope we will see 
more of it in the field of Jewish education. 

The Dialectical Conception 

A final response to the failures of the logistic 

approach has been that of researchers in sec
ular education who are sharply critical of fun
damental aspects of both schools and society, 
and who see their research efforts as an inte
gral part of the process of emancipating and 
empowering both staff and students. Refer
ring to themselves as the "critical school," 
these researchers see research and social 
change as closely connected, in that only a 
proper understanding of social conditions will 
bring about fundamental, rather than superfi
cial, change. These researchers trace their in
tellectual lineage to Marx, particularly as his 
writings have been interpreted by such mem
bers of the Frankfurt School as Habermas, 
Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse (Giroux 
1983b). Their perception of research and 
practice as inextricably bound in a dynamic of 
change places them in McKeon's fourth cate
gory, the "dialectical." 

Researchers guided by these ideological 
premises have tried to demonstrate that public 
schools, rather than being vehicles for social 
mobility, reinforce and maintain economic 
and social inequalities (Bowles and Gintis 
1976; Apple 1982). Although they differ in 
theiI analysis of the ways in which schools re
produce social inequalities (Giroux 1983a), 
they are united in a vision of research as 
"praxis" (Lather 1986). By exposing the un
derlying conflicts and contradictions of cur
rent institutional arrangements, research can 
hasten their downfall (Shapiro 1982). 

It is not clear to me whether or not the di
alectical approach to research and practice, at 
least in its current incarnation, has any rele
vance to the field of Jewish education, where 
cultural, rather than socio-economic cleav
ages seem to be at issue. The notion that re
search can expose the conflicts and contrain
dications which inhere in certain educational 
settings, and that such exposure can raise the 
consciousness of various stakeholders has an 
intuitive appeal. The example which springs 
to mind is David Schoem's (1979) ethnogra
phy of a supplementary school, which has as
sumed the status of a classic in the field. 
Readers of the study who are familiar with 
supplementary settings are probably very 
much aware of the problems Schoem found in 
the "Shalom" School. Nonetheless, Schoem's 
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hich inhere in certain educational 
d that such exposure can raise the 
~ss of various stakeholders has an 
-peal. The example which springs 
David Schoem's (1979) ethnogra
?plementary school, which has as-
status of a classic in the field. 
the study who are familiar with 
~y settings are probably very 
:: of the problems Schoem found in 
n" School. Nonetheless, Schoem's 

setting of these problems in the context of two 
overarching myths (the myth of the Jewish 
Way of Life, and the myth of the synagogue 
as a Jewish Community), and his marshaling 
of anecdotes and quotations to exemplify how 
false these myths actually are, make reading 
the entire work a very powerful experience. 
Could a reading of this piece of research by 
a synagogue's lay board and professional staff 
be a transforming experience? It certainly has 
been for some of the students I teach. 

Summary and Conclusion 

In conclusion, one might ask: what of this pa
per? Can McKeon's typology, and my own ap
plication of it to research in Jewish education, 
be helpful to practitioners, policy makers, and 
researchers in the field? By way of summary, 
I would like to offer the following comments: 

1. It is imperative that potential funders, 
policy makers and practitioners be disabused 
of the notion that research can affect practice 
in the simple logistic sense. We must begin to 
promote the view that research is important in 
its own right, though its contribution to our 
understanding of educational settings may, 
over time, create a climate for their improve
ment. 

2. To avoid any misinterpretation of their 
work by logistic-minded consumers, re
searchers must be particularly careful to point 
out the limitations of their methodology and 
sample; the alternate interpretations that 
emerge from their data; and the additional re
search which might serve to corroborate or 
discredit their findings. A model for such fair
ness and caution is the study conducted by 
Cohen and Wall (1987) on the recruitment and 
retention of senior personnel in Jewish educa
tion. 

3. Institutions and organizations interest
ed in conducting policy research which will 
serve as a catalyst for change in current edu
cational practices might consciously model 
their studies on others conducted in the oper
ational mode. Such studies would approach a 
problem or an institution from several differ
ent perspectives and would employ a number 
of methodologies. They would give careful at
tention to the processes of investing influen
tial stakeholders in their research at the out

set, and establishing linking mechanisms at 
its conclusion. This sort of research is likely 
to be quite expensive, labor-intensive, and 
time-consuming. 

4. Individual researchers interested in hav
ing their work affect the "real world" might 
think carefully about the operational, prob
lematic, and dialectical approaches, and de
cide which fits best with their own interests, 
inclinations, settings, and resources. Those 
who are practitioners themselves might de
cide to study their own setting in a problem
atic mode; others might want to work with one 
or more practitioners in the same mode. Some 
may want to look more closely at the work of 
exemplary practitioners of one sort or anoth
er; others may choose to focus on the perva
sive problems common to a number of insti
tutions. 

5. Finally, there is no one right way to 
think about the link between research and 
practice. Nor is there an infallible guide to 
choosing the sort ofresearch most appropriate 
to a particular researcher and a particular set
ting. Both researchers and policy makers 
would do well to adopt an attitude of informed 
pluralism. By keeping their minds open to the 
various possibilities, while minding the limi
tations of each, those who seek to close the 
gap may meet with partial success. 

NarES 

This paper was presented at the opening session of the 
2nd annual Conference on Research in Jewish Education, 
held in Philadelphia in June, 1988. I would like to thank 
Hanan Alexander, Adrianne Bank, Adam Gamoran and 
Michael Zeldin for their helpful comments on earlier 
drafts. 

I.	 Several individuals, commenting on earlier drafts of 
this paper, have argued that different disciplines and 
methodologies naturally fit one or the other of 
McKeon's categories, and that referring to all of these 
endeavors together may, therefore, be misleading. I 
remain uDconvinced, but open to further discussion. 

2.	 Terms which have been offered as alternatives include 
"professional social inquiry (PSI)" (Lindblom and 
Cohen 1979) and "disciplined inquiry" (Cronbach and 
Suppes 1969). In using the term "research" I am fol
lowing Kenneth Strike (1979). 

3. Limitations of space preclude a more detailed analysis 
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of this important study. Of particular interest in this 
context is the way in which the study, though opera
tional in design, employs the rhetoric of the logistic. 
The study concludes with a series of recommenda
tions regarding family education; worthy as these rec
ommendations might be, they cannot be said to "de
rive" from the data, as claimed in the report. 

4.	 Unpublished paper presented at a meeting of the 
American Association of Museums, Indianapolis, 
1981. 
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The Winter 1987 issue of Jewis 
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York area supplementary school 
by that community's Board of Je' 
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ecutive Vice-President of the B< 
the, findings of this research am 
tions on the implications of the st 
leaders and professional educator 
geles. A recurrent theme of these 
as of the written report, was the II 
imize teaching-learning time thn 
bination of formal and informal 
experiences. While the Netr. YOI 
cused, in the main, on pre-barlbat 
ucation, the need for informal edu 
periences is at least as compeJ 
identity-formative adolescent ye 
arena, as recognized by Dr. SCM 
marks to the Los Angeles com: 
L.A. Bureau of Jewish Educatior 
a pioneering role and continues 
noteworthy programming model~ 

Twenty-five years ago, the L 
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Jewish learning programs for I 

community-wide basis. Today, aftl 
phosis and growth in response t 
community needs, a variegatedse 
programs serves over 1,500 studel 
at the structure of these prognu 
populations they serve is instrucl 

BJE teen programs serve indi 
dents as well as a network 0 

schools. 2 They range from pro! 
upon intensive, daily contact, to fa 
ited experiences aimed at catal] 
continuous involvement in Jew 
and living. Program sites range 
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