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Entering a New Paradigm for 
Jewish Education

N o v e m b e r,  2 0 1 9

Your ideal graduate

 Think of someone (a particular someone)

 Someone who has graduated from your program

 The alumn that you would want to bring back in front of your current learners, 
or to a board meeting, or to anything to show off your program

 The person that for you embodies a successful graduate of your specific Jewish 
learning experience

 Write down their name

 When you have their name type their initials in the chat box

 Write down 3-5 characteristics or qualities that led you to select this person

A short discussion

 You will now magically be placed in groups of 3 (for those sitting in groups find 
2 other people sitting near you)

 Each of you will have two minutes to introduce your ideal alumn to the rest of 
the group

 First make sure you introduce yourself, your city, and the position you hold

 Specifically – what characteristics does this person have a direct 
result of being in your program?

 What do they know?

 What values do they hold?

 What attitudes do they display?

How and when does the 
story of this new 

paradigm really begin?

Purpose of education
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The purpose of education is….

Paulo Freire (1921 – 1997)
Pedagogy of the Oppressed

Michel Foucault (1926 – 1984)

John Dewey (1859 – 1952)
The Benderly Boys
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• Progressive Education

• Social-Emotional Intelligence

• Reggio-Inspired

• Informal Education

• Experiential Education

• Character Education

• Mussar

If good education makes so much sense, 
why is it so difficult?

National Jewish Population Survey (1990)
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What is a thriving organism?
An adaptation process has 3 core characteristics:

1. It preserves the DNA essential for a species' continued survival

2. It discards (regulates or rearranges) the DNA that no longer serves the species’ 
needs

3. It creates DNA arrangements that give the species the ability to flourish in new 
ways and in more challenging environments

 Successful adaptations take the best from its history into the future.

Jon Woocher z”l

“How can we help Jews draw on 
and use their Jewishness to live 
more meaningful, fulfilling, 
responsible lives?”

Jonathan Woocher (z”l) in Rabbi Sid Schwarz’s Jewish 
Megatrends

“For Jewish learning to be 
both meaningful and 
relevant it must empower 
Jews (and fellow travelers) 
to thrive – in their personal 
success and happiness, in 
being more socially 
connected to each other and 
their communities – and 
better equipped to make the 
world a better place.”

David Bryfman in Gleanings, Spring, 2017

https://www.jewishedproject.org/resources/generation-now

4 Core Questions

1. Who am I?

2. With whom and what am I connected?

3. To whom and for what am I responsible in this world?

4. How can I bring about change in this world?
https://www.jewishedproject.org/resources/generation-now
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Definitions

 Thriving: Thriving is the product of the pursuit and 
engagement of an authentic life that brings inner joy and 
happiness through meeting goals, being connected with life 
passions and people, and relishing in accomplishments 
through the peaks and valleys of life.”
-Adapted from Lynn Soots, “Flourishing” The Positive Psychology People

 Jewish Education that leads to Thriving: Jewish 
education that leads to thriving draws from mainstream 
scientific research and Jewish wisdom to allow learners to live 
a more meaningful, relationship-driven, and responsible life.
- The Jewish Education Project

Thriving in Jewish Education
“People were not just saying that they wanted to smile – although 
smiling cannot be underestimated – they were explaining that they 
want these activities to provide them with joy and nourishment, with 
friendships and kinship, with relaxation and stimulation.” 

– Generation Now Report 2016

“The Jewish Education Project empowers educators and communal 
leader with the tools they need to help young people and their 
families thrive individually and collectively as Jews and global 
citizens.”

– The Jewish Education Project Vision Statement

Is thriving a Jewish idea?

Each person has a Torah unique to that person, his or her 
innermost teaching.  Some seem to know their Torahs very 
early in life and speak and sing them in a myriad of ways.  
Others spend their whole lives stammering, shaping and 
rehearsing them.  Some are long, some are short.  Some are 
intricate and poetic, others are only a few words, and still 
others can only be spoken through gesture and example.  But 
every soul has a Torah. To hear another say Torah is a 
precious gift.  For each soul, by the time of his or her final 
hour, the Torah is complete, the teaching done.

-Rabbi Lawrence Kushner, God Was In This Place & I, i Did Not Know
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Disruptive versus Sustaining (Incremental) Innovation
What is the product that we are 
delivering (and even selling)?

Yesterday    Today and Tomorrow

1. Is it good for Judaism?

2. Is it good for the Jewish institution?

3. Is it good for Jews and/or the 
Jewish community?

1. Will it help me to thrive?

2. Will it help connect me to other 
people. communities, or a 
transcendental power?

3. Will it help make the world a better 
place?

If you believe that these things are ends
unto themselves…

Then this paradigm shift might not be for 
you…

The purpose of education is…

If you believe that these things are either a 
means unto an end or that there are different 
ends in play….

Then this paradigm shift might be exactly 
what you’re looking for…
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What’s really at stake in the “thriving in 
Jewish education” paradigm?

 Power and Authority

 Knowledge and Curriculum

 The “Bar and Bat Mitzvah” industry

 The membership model

 Pre-determined Outcomes

 The very outcomes of Jewish education and 
therefore what it means to be Jewish in 2019.

Why thriving and why now?

 We live in an era of choice

 People choose things that they value

 Human beings are increasingly interested in improving themselves

 Jews are increasingly universalists

 Jews are still proud to be Jewish

 There is a major need and desire to fix this world

Critiques of Thriving Paradigm

 Nothing Jewish about this

 Acquiescence to narcissism

 Further dumbing down Judaism

 Our people don’t want change

 We don’t have the educators for this

 I agree with you - our rabbi/presidents don’t

 It’s so individual and Judaism is about 
community

 Jews are a religion

 Nothing to pass down

Let’s return to our graduate (s)…

 Does your ideal graduate still represent who you 
want to bring to your current students?

 Now let’s choose 3 graduates to bring 

 What other qualities do these people embody?

 What differences and diversity do these 3 alumni 
represent?

3,2, 1

Three things I’m taking away

Two questions that I have

One person that I need to or would like 
to talk to about this
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Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1934 - )
If good education makes so much sense, 
why is it so difficult?

Because pedagogically –

it isn’t always as easy as it sounds

1. When was the last time you were in a state of flow?

2. When was the last time you were in a Jewish state of flow?

3. When was the last time you created a flow like experience for your learners?

 6 minutes in groups of 3 to answer these questions…..(especially #2)

Experiential education involves…
 Teacher losing control

 Students determining outcomes

 Role of transmission of knowledge being challenged

 Role of central text being questioned

 Lots of noise and group work
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