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Despite differences in ideology and
school structure across synagogue
schools in the United States, there is wide-
spread consensus that post B’nai Mitzvah
dropout is an epidemic that threatens the
future of American Jewry (Saxe et al.,
2001; Woocher, 1992). As current studies
document, American Jews are at an histor-
ical moment in addressing serious and on-
going assimilation into mainstream Amer-
ican society (Saxe et al., 2001; Woocher,
1992). However, despite serious concern
and widespread attention in this area, there
seem to be many more questions than an-
swers about how to remedy the current
situation.

The Auerbach Central Agency for Jew-
ish Education (ACAJE) of Greater Phila-
delphia set out to find answers to some
of these questions in an action research
study devoted to post-B’nai Mitzvah drop-
out and retention. From September 2000 to
August 2001, ACAJE conducted research
in the area of adolescent retention in the
Jewish community. The goal of this study
was to learn more about how to retain
young people’s involvement in the Jewish
community beyond their Bar and Bat Mitz-
vah, a time when the majority of young
Jews become disconnected from Jewish
life and lose opportunities for Jewish
learning just as they are developing their
identities. This research was funded by the
Lasko Charitable Fund, a philanthropic

An expanded version of this study, including
research design, will be published in the sum-
mer of 2002. For more information on how to
order a copy of this study, please contact Dr.
Sharon M. Ravitch, 215.635.8940, ext. 1228, or
sravitch@acaje.org.

fund committed to the implementation of
youth initiatives that are grounded in solid
research.

Over the past decade, there has been a
significant increase in research and writing
on post-B’nai Mitzvah dropout (e.g., Elias
& Kress, 1997; JESNA, 2000; Munitz-
Gruberger, 2001; Sales, 1996; Saxe et al.,
2001; Woocher, 1992). Yet, relatively little
has been done to bridge theory with prac-
tice or to bring students’ opinions and
voices into the process of exploration into
and decision-making about ways to im-
prove their formal and informal Jewish
experiences. ACAJE’s goal was to learn
about young Jews’ interests, needs,
and opinions through a year-long research
study that focused on youth before, during,
and after becoming B’nai Mitzvah, as well as
on their families, community leaders, and
college students. The findings of this re-
search will be used to stimulate planning for
and implementation of youth initiatives in
the Greater Philadelphia Area.

This research was conducted with ap-
proximately 800 Jewish youth in the
Greater Philadelphia area between the ages
of 11 and 22; parents of Jewish youth who
are Pre-Bar/Bat Mitzvah, in their Bar/Bat
Mitzvah year, and post Bar/Bat Mitzvah;
and youth professionals representing for-
mal and informal realms of Jewish educa-
tion both locally and nationally. Diversity
was sought with respect to age, gender,
geographical region, movement affiliation,
and the nature of participants’ Jewish in-
volvement (or noninvolvement), with a fo-
cused attempt to include non-affiliated stu-
dents from a range of backgrounds and
regions.
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FINDINGS

Finding 1: The Jewish Education
System Needs to Undergo
a Paradigm Shift

Enlivening Jewish Learning—*“This is
Not Your Father’s Hebrew School”

Because today’s youth are considerably
more sophisticated in terms of their educa-
tional needs, they want, need, and expect
more from synagogue school than their par-
ents did. These higher expectations are due
in large part to increased experience with
student-centered pedagogy in their secular
classrooms. Specifically, students expect that
they will be actively engaged in learning and
that the classroom experience will reach be-
yond the confines of their synagogue class-
room. Our data point to a desire on the part
of contemporary synagogue school students
to be engaged by their teachers in various
forms of experiential learning and in learning
that is connected to critical thought and
meaningful, ongoing forms of community
action.

What became clear throughout the re-
search process is that American synagogue
schools must undergo a paradigm shift. To-
day’s students are aware of, and are therefore
resistant to, sub-standard teaching and recy-
cled curricular materials. And while students
may be too tired at the end of a long day to
communicate this to their teachers, they are
communicating this with their feet as they
walk out of synagogue schools just after their
Bar or Bat Mitzvah, never to return. The
overwhelming majority of students in the
study made it clear that their choice not to
stay in synagogue school was precipitated by
the feeling that there is/was nothing compel-
ling to keep them there. This was in sharp
contrast to students who chose to stay in
synagogue school after their Bar or Bat Mitz-
vah because their programs, teachers, and/or
educational directors created environments
in which they felt energized and engaged
soctally, intellectually, and/or in terms of
social action, and in which they felt person-

ally connected and supported. This contrast
speaks directly to the need for the profes-
sional development of educators, as well as
for revised curricula and enhanced program-
ming. If makes clear that there is a dire need
for more accountability within the supple-
mentary school system, as well as for fo-
cused and supportive ongoing professional
and leadership development for teachers and
their educational directors.

Finding 2: Teacher Training and
Curriculum Development

Learning to Teach and Teaching to
Learn: The Need for Quality Control

The overwhelming majority of students
from all age groups reported that their
teachers did not involve them in the class-
room or give them the opportunity to ex-
plore or express their opinions and ques-
tions about Jewish issues. Rather, students
reported that their teachers tended to fol-
low teachers’ manuals from outdated text-
books rather than working with planned,
meaningful, sequential materials that build
on students’ prior knowledge and experi-
ences in synagogue school. Furthermore,
students pointed to the fact that many of
their teachers lack pedagogical and man-
agement skills, as well as a sufficient Ju-
daic knowledge base. These students re-
peatedly voiced frustration at feeling
“forced” to sit in classrooms with teachers
who themselves seemed disengaged and
who lacked inspiration and/or pedagogical
and classroom management skills.

The participants reported that they would
have been more likely to remain in the Jew-
ish educational system beyond their Bar/Bat
Mitzvah if the curricula were personally
meaningful, relevant to their secular lives,
sequential, developmentally appropriate, stu-
dent-centered, based on active learning mod-
els, and taught by teachers who are able to
engage students. Many of the high-school-
aged participants reported that their syna-
gogue school experience did not contribute
to positive feelings about their Jewishness
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nor did it give them the background neces-
sary to lead a meaningful Jewish life. One
young woman, for example, noted that she
“didn’t even learn how to run a Jewish
home.” The majority of high school-aged
participants reported that their main reason
for leaving formal Jewish education was that
their synagogue school experience leading
up to their Bar/Bat Mitzvah was not “mean-
ingful,” “valuable,” or “enjoyable.”

Conversely, students reported that when
they had engaging and knowledgeable teach-
ers who gave them the opportunity to think
critically about various issues, they enjoyed
synagogue school and valued their learning.
The teachers who engaged their students
with exciting material and inspired pedagogy
were respected and adored by students and
considered by them to be mentors. Not sur-
prisingly, it was the students who had teach-
ers that showed this sort of commitment and
skill who typically returned to synagogue
school after their Bar or Bat Mitzvah and
who voiced more of an understanding about
the importance of receiving a Jewish educa-
tion.

Finding 3: Diversifying Curriculum,
Instruction and Programming for
Jewish Youth

“One Size Does Not Fit All”

What became strikingly clear after engag-
ing with diverse students across the region is
that students from different areas have dif-
ferent needs in terms of pedagogy and pro-
gramming. While approximately 90 percent
of the participants voiced that they wanted
more out of their synagogue school experi-
ences, there were some important differences
among students. For example, students from
higher socioeconomic areas tended to com-
municate more interest in participating in
programs such as ski trips and coffee houses,
and had no financial concerns about doing
so, whereas their counterparts from less fi-
nancially secure families asked questions
and showed concern about funding and
transportation for such events.

These differences in the needs that stu-
dents communicated speak to the fact that
synagogue schools need to think not only
about improving the content and style of
instruction, but also about developmental,
social class, gender, and regional differences
as they plan positive changes in synagogue
school education and programming. They
point directly to the need to think critically,
progressively, and inclusively about curricu-
lum, instruction, and programming for Jew-
ish youth.

Finding 4: Parental Roles in
Post-B’nai Mitzvah Retention

“It Takes a Village to Raise a Family”

Both students’ and their parents’ re-
sponses supported the widely accepted no-
tion that their parents’ beliefs about their
children’s Jewish education had much to do
with their own sense of priority about Jewish
education. Many students reported that their
parents viewed their Bar or Bat Mitzvah as
little more than an historic rite of passage.
For example, one student stated, “I’m doing
it ‘cause my Mom Mom and Pop Pop would
be mad at my mom if I didn’t”; many said
they had no intention of pursuing anything
Jewish-related after the day passed, as one
student admitted, “The day I read my Hafto-
rah, I’'m outta here!”

In contrast, the students who reported
that they wanted to continue with their
Jewish education generally noted that ei-
ther their parents insisted and placed great
importance on their continuing Jewish ed-
ucation and/or their parents were them-
selves involved in the synagogue and in
some form of Jewish learning and practice.
Likewise, of the parents interviewed, those
whose children continued with their Jewish
education post-B’nai Mitzvah were clearly
themselves committed to Jewish learning,
whereas parents whose children were not
involved tended to communicate their own
reluctance or lack of a sense of connection
to their synagogues and their own Jewish
learning.
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The correlation between parent and stu-
dent attitudes toward Jewish education was
powerful in its consistency and points toward
the need for consistent and meaningful out-
reach from our Jewish institutions and the
Jewish community at large to parents and
families. Further, it speaks to the need for
training in family outreach and education for
teachers and educational directors so that
they are aware of the need for family in-
volvement and able to address it proactively.

Finding 5: The Collective
Abandonment of Jewish Youth

“QOut of Sight, Out of Mind”

The overwhelming majority of Jewish
youth who left synagogue school after their
Bar or Bat Mitzvah reported a lack of out-
reach from Jewish leaders or peers after they
left. Many of these students said that they
would be interested in attending informal
Jewish events, and even possibly school-
based events or innovative school programs,
but that they were not contacted by anyone
after their first year of leaving the school. A
significant number of students noted that out-
reach might have made a difference in their
decision to return to synagogue school. For
example, one student responded to our phone
inquiry with excitement and immediately
asked how he could get involved. He stated,
“Wow, I would really like to be involved; no
one calls me anymore.” This finding speaks
to the need for outreach in innovative ways
given kids’ high-tech, fast-paced lives as
well as the decentralized nature of Jewish
communal life in America.

IMPLICATIONS

The findings of this research suggest a
number of possible directions to pursue in
addressing the critical issue of retaining
young people in the Jewish community be-
yond their Bar or Bat Mitzvah. While the
recommendations that follow reflect our
findings, we would urge regional research on
this topic since we have found that the data,

and, therefore the implications of this data,
are largely context dependent. These recom-
mendations are not intended to be prescrip-
tive, but rather to engender active dialogue
about how to remedy the current crisis in
Jewish involvement among Jewish youth.

Implication 1: Systemic Revision of
the Jewish Educational System:
Beyond Turf Wars

Students’ responses speak to the need for
institutional integration of youth curricula,
teaching staff, and programming as well as a
systems approach for adolescent program-
ming across institutions. Such a shift would
require the formation and implementation of
a system of communication across formal
and informal educators so that the Jewish
education and outreach system is unified,
continuous, and interdependent. Integration
would contribute to less “reinventing the
wheel” programming, as well as to a seam-
less experience across youth’s educational
experiences, both formal and informal. Fa-
cilitating this paradigm shift will require a
reenvisioning of the Jewish educational sys-
tem across movements and venues, as well
as serious reconsideration of how Jewish
programming for youth is conceptualized
(i.e., intra- and inter-institutional restructur-
ing toward a collaborative model).

Implication 2: The Need for Serious
Teacher Training and Curricular
Development

Students’ reports about the quality of their
synagogue school experiences speak to the
need for a systemic focus on teacher training
and professional development for teachers
and educational directors toward the goal of
making the curriculum and instruction se-
quential, student-centered, and responsive to
students’ needs. As students stated with con-
sistency, Jewish education is often passive
and frontal and should be more active and
interactive so that the learning is meaningful
and so that teachers involve and engage stu-
dents. Students must feel that they are being
engaged in meaningful dialogue and activi-
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ties, both inside and outside the classroom.
To this end, community service emerged as a
one way to improve Jewish learning con-
texts. Students also want to spend semi-
structured time with peers. Put simply, kids
do not just want to “sit around anymore.”
Teachers must learn how to incorporate ac-
tive learning strategies and activities into
their teaching. This can only happen when
teachers’ knowledge base is enhanced so that
they have serious, in-depth, meaningful les-
sons to offer.

Implication 3: Jewish Education
Needs to Shift

Jewish education needs clear goals that
relate directly to the needs, wants, and de-
mands of youths’ lives. There is a need to
clarify that for and with educators so that the
educational experience is dynamic and
meaningful (and “cool”). It needs to inte-
grate formal and informal education since
Jewish educators cannot teach the cognitive
without the affective and social aspects of
Judaism.

We need to promote the positive aspects
of Jewish learning and Jewish living through
engaging students and their families in a
creative, new approach to Jewish education.
This necessitates a shift in the organizational
infrastructure so that education becomes cen-
tral to synagogue functioning and rabbis and
synagogue leaders are integrated into the
process of teaching and learning.

Implication 4: The Need for Parental
Education/Involvement

Parents’ investment in their children’s
Jewish education typically lasts until their
child becomes a Bar or Bat Mitzvah. In order
to make a significant change in this pervasive
attitude, we must create programs within an
entire system that (1) attract and engage par-
ents in learning and living Jewishly, (2) seek
ongoing parental buy-in, and (3) model val-
uing Jewish education as an end in and of
itself, not simply a means to a Bar or Bat
Mitzvah. This will require long-range plan-

ning, comprehensive programming, and sys-
temic change.

Since parents often focus on their own
less-than-ideal Hebrew School experiences
and then pass on this negativity to their chil-
dren, we must replace these perceptions with
contemporary, resonant images. To this end,
there needs to be an experiential component
to synagogue school. We also need to inte-
grate Jewish education into people’s lives, to
help parents realize that Jewish education
can be integral to their lives, and to foster a
sense that Jewish education is integral to
Jewish life and identity. In this area, the
Jewish community as a whole must work to
undo the devaluation of leading a Jewish life
and of Jewish education.

Young parents need to be involved in the
educational process from the beginning of
their children’s educational experiences.
Schools need to consider focusing parent and
family education from the pre-school years
and throughout the teen years in new and
innovative ways. Jewish educators and rab-
bis must act as advisers to parents and fam-
ilies, helping them create a “Jewish family
strategic plan.”

We need to provide a variety of entrees
into the Jewish world for families, creating a
continuum in which they can move back and
forth in their level of involvement over time.

Implication 5: A Call to Stop
Abandoning Our Jewish Youth

There needs to be a system of account-
ability in the Jewish community as a whole
so that students and families who opt out of
the system do not ultimately feel too alien-
ated to return. This must be thought through
creatively. Institutions should seriously con-
sider hiring outreach workers to contact
youth and families who leave the formal
Jewish educational system.

CONCLUSION: A CALL FOR ACTION
RESEARCH IN THE STUDY OF
JEWISH YOUTH

Our findings speak to the need for sys-
temic accountability and professional devel-
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opment across Jewish educational contexts.
Specifically, our data point to the need for
synagogue schools to better meet the needs
of their constituencies: youth and their fam-
ilies. While programming for post B’nai
Mitzvah can certainly be improved upon, the
seeds for valuing Jewish learning must be
sown well before that time. This has both
local and national implications, and we urge
other centralized institutions to engage in
action research in this domain; research that
crosses over movements, specific venues,
and demographic areas so that all Jewish
institutions can come together to better serve
our youth and ensure our future as a people.

One of the most significant findings came
as a result of engaging in action research. We
began this research as a response to a gen-
erous offer of funding for post B’nai Mitzvah
programming from the Lasko Charitable
Fund. Together, we decided that, rather than
simply creating new programming, we
should inquire as to what the youth them-
selves wanted and valued as a preliminary
step to implementing any given program.
Together we developed a research plan for
engaging in data collection across the entire
Philadelphia region and explored in depth
the needs, concerns, and desires of a diverse
range of local youth.

This model of research, in which the
funders are involved in the research process
and in which an interdisciplinary advisory
committee helped chart the research process,
yielded a quality of research that far ex-
ceeded our expectations. This was a self-
conscious pursuit of multiple perspectives.
The collaborative and action-oriented nature
of this research resulted in a collaborative
commitment to a community-wide agenda
dealing with the significant issues that will
affect the future of Jewish youth and the
Jewish community as a whole.
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Jewish Communal Service Association
Group Plans

* Retirement Plans
Tax Sheltered Annuity Plans (TSA)

» UNUM Life Insurance Company Of America
(Administered By Lincoln National Life Insurance Co.)

+ Metropolitan Life Insurance Company

+ Nationwide Life Insurance Company

» Insurance Plans
» Term Life Insurance
* Long Term Disability
* Long Term Care
* 24 Hour Accident

+ Life Style Protection
(Disability Protection For On-Going TSA Deposits)

For Further Information, Contact:

JCSA Group Plans
Irving M. Silberberg
Brian M. Silberberg

Administrators

P.O. Box 759859
Coral Springs, FL 33075-9859

Telephone:  1-(800) 597-9245
In Flonida:  (954) 340-9801
Fax:  (954) 340-9809
In New York:  (516) 329-0225
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Faculty Opening in Jewish Communal Service

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion announces the opening of a junior
level tenure-track position in Jewish Communal Studies, which will begin July, 2003.
Responsibilities include teaching and mentoring graduate students on the Los Angeles
campus at the School of Jewish Communal Service.

The ideal candidate will possess a strong academic background in non-profit
management, planning, organizational development and/or business administration.
Knowledge of modern Jewish history and Jewish religious traditions is considered to be
essential. Preference will be given to candidates with a Ph.D. and/or a record of scholarly
publication, and to those who have had occasion to study and/or work with Jewish
organizations.

Candidates should indicate their interest in this position by sending an email to Dr. Isa
Aron, Chair of the Search Committee (aron@usc.edu) as soon as possible.

The full application, due no later than January 15, 2003, should include: a cover letter
explaining the candidate’s qualifications; curriculum vitae; one or more published articles
and/or chapters of a dissertation; and three letters of recommendation (which can arrive
separately).

Please send these materials to:

Isa Aron, Ph.D., Chair of the Search Committee
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion
3077 University Avenue

Los Angeles, CA 90007-3796




Jewish Communal Service Association
of North America

Is Pleased to Announce
the Appointment of its

New Executive Director

BRENDA D. GEVERTZ

And the Election of Officers
2002-2003

President
Dr. Audrey S. Weiner

Secretary
Vice Presidents Sandra Lief Garrett
Ellie Aronowitz Assistant Secretary
Esther-Ann Asch Dr. Steven Huberman
Cindy Chazan
Pattie Cippi Harte

Treasurer

Peter H. Wells
Assistant Treasurer
Jay Spector

Immediate Past Presidents
Dr. Ron B. Meier
Max L. Kleinman
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