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HOW TO USE THIS DISCUSSION GUIDE

The discussion on the role of the Temple Board proposed in this guide has been structured in eleven sessions,
each specifically created to assist the board in exploring various aspects of Jewish education within your con-
gregation and religious school. 

The Role of Temple Boards in Congregational Education has been designed to facilitate the conversation on a
wide range of subjects, and, with its appendix materials, provides a methodology for selecting additional top-
ics that may be of particular interest to your board and congregation. With the assistance of the congrega-
tion’s educator and/or the Education Committee’s chairperson, additional or alternative sessions may be
planned for those topics not presented in this guide, such as curriculum review, communication with parents,
or family programs. The UAHC regional educators and UAHC Department of Jewish Education are also
available for consultation and assistance in the process of session planning. 

Each session should last about twenty to thirty minutes, depending on your board’s interest in the given topic
and on time availability. The guided discussions can be used in several ways: 

1. We recommend that discussion sessions be regularly run at the beginning of all Temple Board meetings
throughout the year. This may require extending the length of the regular board meeting to accommodate
discussion.

2. Sessions may also be clustered, so several of them can be completed at each evening meeting throughout
the year.

3. The entire set of eleven sessions could be fully examined at a board retreat. In that case, it is advisable
to schedule at least two full days for the discussion of all the topics presented. 

With the exception of Session Seven (“Understanding the School Budget”) and Session Eight (“Should
Tuition Fees Fund Our Religious School?”), each session is self-contained and can be scheduled for discus-
sion according to the board’s priorities.

Since many (often divergent) opinions and ideas will be voiced during these sessions, the presence of a skilled facilitator
will greatly help and enhance the quality and flow of the discussion. The facilitator can be a volunteer or a member of
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your professional staff. Resource materials to focus the dialogue and to provide supplemental information to board
members are included in this guide. Handouts can be distributed before, during, or after the discussions and, in some
cases, they can turn into important benchmarks to evaluate your school and the role of education in your congregation.
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INTRODUCTION

A person who teaches Torah 
to his friend’s child may be regarded, 

according to Scripture, 
as though the child had been born to him.

B. Talmud, Sanhedrin 19b

The Jewish education of our children is the responsibility of every member of the synagogue community. As
parents struggle to create and maintain a Jewish home in a context of diminished Jewish literacy and variable
practice, our congregational schools have become increasingly important as the basic source of learning for
Jewish living. As Jonathan Woocher, president of Jewish Education Service of North America (JESNA), once
noted, “There can be little doubt that for American Jews, the synagogue is the preeminent ‘educating insti-
tution.’ ” 1

Until recently, the educational activities of the synagogue revolved almost exclusively around the religious
school, generally with the support and oversight of a Religious School or Education Committee. However, it
has become increasingly evident that Jewish education stands at the very heart of synagogue life. In order to
prepare Jewish children for a lifelong commitment to Jewish living (and hopefully leadership), it is impera-
tive to develop and implement a clear vision on how to achieve the desired outcome. The creation of such
vision can only come from the synagogue’s board.

This book is intended to provide the congregational leadership with a focused, engaging means for putting
Jewish education on their Temple Board’s standing agenda. The varied interactive sessions presented here will
help the board members define and clarify important issues such as:

• The importance of Jewish education in the life of the congregation

• The goals of the congregation and religious school

• The decision-making process for the school programs

1 Joseph Reimer, Succeeding at Jewish Education (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1997), p. xiv.
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Although the terms “Education Committee” and “Religious School Committee” are used interchangeably in
this guide, the broader connotation that distinguishes the former makes it the preferable term in a congrega-
tional setting. The same is true for the words “educator” and “principal.”

Enduring Understanding

The study, review, reflection, and interaction processes outlined in this guide have been designed to reinforce
one fundamental proposition: Education is at the heart of synagogue life, and should therefore be an integral
part of ongoing Temple Board deliberations.

Each session concludes with an “Evidence of Understanding” segment that allows the facilitator to review the
key points of the session and to check that board members understand the connection between the materials
presented and the overall enduring understanding. 
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Session One

WHY DO WE NEED TO KNOW 
ABOUT OUR RELIGIOUS SCHOOL?

Instructions for the Facilitator

Each Temple Board is constantly faced with multiple problems of all sorts—from leaking roofs to lack of
membership growth. Although the director of education and the Religious School Committee are generally
the ones directly involved in the various decision processes regarding the school, Jewish education is also a
responsibility of the board, given education’s centrality within synagogue life. 

The Temple Board has the obligation to engage in ongoing dialogue regarding the religious school. Session
One should therefore end with the development of a timetable for considering future issues. It is recom-
mended that a minimum of four sessions be included on the agenda of each congregation.

Prior to a session, write each of the following scenarios on individual index cards. Divide your board into four
groups of three or more people. (With smaller boards, you may want to do this exercise as one group.) Hand
each group a card and ask them to respond to the given scenario as if it were a real situation they were called
to solve.

❖ Scenario 1

A potential temple member meets you at a community event and tells you he or she is interested in join-
ing a congregation. This person would like to know how many days a week each religious school class
meets, whether all the different age groups attend on the same days, and if the number of school days
increases as the children grow. This person is also concerned about car pools and wants to keep life as sim-
ple as possible. 

You could simply respond, “Call our school director to get all this information.” But you understand the
importance of encouraging membership, and you want to act on this opportunity directly and immedi-
ately. Provide the potential member with the requested information about the school schedule and
explain the reasons and advantages of having adopted it.
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❖ Scenario 2

The expenses on the school budget seem to be increasing, and this results in an increase in dues and
tuition fees. Why is the jump so high this year? Has it helped improve the school? A member with many
children enrolled in the school asks why the participant fees are so much.

Think about your school budget. Have the school and tuition fees actually increased in recent years? If
so, were they due to specific causes, such as the development of a computer lab or the purchase of new
texts, or did they result from the hiring of new teaching personnel? How would you, as a board member,
answer this question? Can you tell this congregant what his or her family should do if they have difficul-
ty paying? 

❖ Scenario 3

At a typical Friday night Shabbat service, a satisfactory number of adults attend, but very few children are
present. At the Oneg Shabbat after the service, a congregant approaches you as a board member and asks
why so few children attend services. He or she wants to know if the participation of children could
increase the overall attendance at Friday evening services. Could it encourage our children to use their
skills in this service environment? What is the rabbi’s view on this issue? Is there a Religious Services
Committee that has an influence on student involvement in the services? Are there other services children
participate in more visibly and which they enjoy?

Respond to these questions, having in mind the policy and practice of your congregation with regard to
children’s participation in services. 

❖ Scenario 4 

Walking by your school, you notice that the side door is open. As a board member, you wonder why. You
don’t remember if there are separate security plans for the school and the temple. Before you talk to the
executive director and the educator, where do you look to refresh your memory about security plans? How
will you approach the executive director and the school educator? What questions will you ask them?
What will you do if you find out that there is no security plan? 

From each scenario, each group should generate a list of questions that board members should be able to
answer about the congregational school. These questions should be shared with the entire group. Future ses-
sions should provide the context for responding to all these questions. If, once you have finished this discus-
sion guide, there still remain unanswered questions, you may wish to refer them to the Education Committee
for further consideration, asking for a report back to the board. 
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Preview with participants the session topics proposed in this discussion guide:

1. Why do we need to know about our religious school?

2. The role of the community in educating Jewish children

3. The role of education in our lives

4.  Our goals as a congregation and a school

5.  Interacting with the Education Committee

6.  What is the nature of our educational programs?

7. Understanding the school budget

8. Should tuition fees fund our religious school?

9. Who is teaching in our school?

10. Congregants as teachers

11.  Planning: topics for future discussion

Evidence of Understanding 

Make a plan for placing Jewish education and the religious school on the agenda for the year. Options
include:

1. Adding an education-related issue to your agenda for each meeting.

2. Scheduling three or four meetings dedicated solely to education, so that two or three topics can be included
in each session.

3. Planning a retreat on the theme of education, during which numerous topics will be explored throughout
a several-day period.
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Session Two

THE ROLE OF THE COMMUNITY 
IN EDUCATING JEWISH CHILDREN

Instructions for the Facilitator

This session is an investigation of the Babylonian Talmud, tractate Bava Batra. Explain to the group that the
Babylonian Talmud is a compendium of opinions on Jewish law that followed the development of the
Mishnah. The Mishnah and Talmud were developed after the destruction of the Second Temple—the center
of Jewish worship and practice—when the Jews were exiled from Jerusalem. The Rabbis realized the need for
a written judicial code that could be consulted in order to understand the meaning and application of the
Jewish laws derived from the Torah. There are two versions of the Talmud (Babylonian Talmud and Jerusalem
Talmud), both compiled between the third and sixth century C.E. The Talmud not only records the discus-
sions of the Rabbis concerning judicial matters, but it also contains midrashic segments, stories about Jewish
rituals, and numerous anecdotes.

Distribute copies of the Bava Batra text (see below) to board members and ask them to read it silently or aloud.
Begin asking the questions in the order they appear on page 5, keeping close track of time to make sure that
all questions are asked and answered. As many people as possible should be involved in the discussion. 

The Text

This section of the Babylonian Talmud entitled Bava Batra 21a contains a myriad of regulations and state-
ments about the education of children within the school setting.

Originally, if a child had a father, he would teach
him Torah, but one who did not have a father
would not learn Torah.

The sages enacted that teachers of children should
be installed in Jerusalem, so that any youth could go
there and be taught Torah. Which verse did they
expound as a source for this arrangement?
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Ki miTziyon teitzei Torah.

For out of Zion shall go forth the Torah.

If a child had a father, the father would take him up
to Jerusalem and have him taught there. Whoever
did not have a father would not go up to Jerusalem
and study.

The Sages enacted that local authorities should
install teachers in every province and they should
bring in youths of ages sixteen or seventeen who
lacked an education to be taught by these teachers.

But even this solution was not enough. The Bava Batra continues:

One may not take a child from his town to attend
classes in another town on a daily basis, lest the
child come to danger while on the road. Rather, the
residents of the child’s hometown are required to
hire a teacher.

It is evident that the Rabbis whose discussions are recorded in the Talmud already accepted as a given the
proposition that all Jewish children must be educated. This in itself was revolutionary. 

Questions for Discussion

1. Why is Jewish education necessary? 

2. Why were schools already necessary at the time the Talmud was compiled? 

3. What about our life in 21st-century North America makes Jewish education important for our children?
Describe any tensions that exist, being a minority culture, when some of our behaviors and practices are
not in keeping with general North American culture. (For example, Friday night activities, Sukkot, 
Shavuot, and Pesach often conflict with the public school calendar.)
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Evidence of Understanding

This is the first Talmudic statement about the need for every community to have its own school. Ask the
board members to respond to the question, “How does our religious school benefit our community?” 

NOTE: The secretary or a board member should record the board’s responses for future reference.
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Session Three

THE ROLE OF EDUCATION IN OUR LIVES

Instructions for the Facilitator 

Session Three focuses on a series of questions to help the Temple Board members reflect on the role of edu-
cation in their lives. The text for this session is an article by Rabbi Jan Katzew, which appeared in The Jewish
Forward, vol. CIV (19 Jan. 2001: 17), followed by some questions that should help generate an interesting dis-
cussion. 

Be sure to watch your time carefully. The first question will ask all participants to discuss their educational
background. If the board is quite large, ask members to share with the entire group one aspect of their edu-
cational experience.

Have someone read Katzew’s article aloud. It is often easier to inject questions and make sure people are on
task when reading is done aloud. The remainder of the exercise will ask board members to reflect on their
own Jewish educational experiences and the role of Jewish education in their lives.

The Text 

How We Can Make Hebrew Schools Work Again 

All Jewish schools are supplementary. In recounting the origins of Jewish schooling, the Babylonian Talmud
(Baba Batra 21a) makes if clear that schools came into existence because parents could not fulfill their sacred
obligation of teaching their children. “And you yourselves shall teach your children; a parent must teach his
child.” Then, as now, schools have a secondary function in rearing a generation of literate, competent and com-
mitted Jews. Parents have that primary task. If we expect a secondary institution to serve a primary function,
we will be disillusioned. And so we are. We collectively lament the state of what we call ‘supplementary’ Jewish
learning, which meets up to six hours per week. Rather than see supplementary schools as part of the problem
of Jewish learning, we should learn to recognize them as part of the solution by responding to the question:
What do these supplementary schools supplement? 
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“The traditional Jewish family served as a primary educational institution because of
the role ascribed to it by society at large, because of the cultural values it was assigned,
and because of its internal structure… The family became a bearer of religious values
because it was the locus of certain religious ceremonies, especially at meal times: daily
to the extent that the family dined together and recited the blessings before and the
grace after meals; and then, of course, on Sabbath eve and at the Passover Seder.” 

Jacob Katz – Tradition and Crisis

Jewish families still serve as the primary educational institution in the Jewish community. But, when the
Judaism they live at home is dissonant with the Judaism students are supposed to learn at school, home wins,
and consequently, too frequently, Judaism loses. This is true, to varying degrees, when students come home
from day school, from camp, and from Israel. These other learning environments may be more intensive,
more experiential, and more socially binding than the synagogue school. But, they are still essentially sup-
plemental. Jewish learning is not a zero sum game defined by an either/or proposition. Rather, it is a both/and
proposition that allows for and even asks for combining synagogue schooling with youth grouping, camping,
and Israel experiences to supplement Jewish living at home.

Jewish ‘education’ is somewhat of a misnomer, since the operating assumption of education is that learning
is a process of educare (drawing out) knowledge from the learner. Hinukh, the Hebrew word typically ren-
dered ‘education’ is actually derived from dedication. The goal of Jewish learning is dedication to Jewish liv-
ing. There is a world of difference between a Jewish studies major and a Jew; the former knows; the latter is. 

More than 80 years ago, at the opening of the Lehrhaus in Frankfort, Franz Rosenzweig said, "A new learn-
ing is about to be born – rather, it has been born. It is learning in reverse order. A learning that no longer
starts from the Torah and leads into life, but the other way round: from life, from a world that knows noth-
ing of the Law, or pretends to know nothing, back to the Torah…We know that in being Jewish we must not
give up anything, not renounce anything, but lead everything back to Judaism." The growth of adult Jewish
learning and family learning are but two positive developments that respond to Rosenzweig’s challenge.
Rather than act as though a few hours a week of learning can determine the rest of the week of living, we
need to engage those families who are open, but not yet committed to living as Jews all the time in contrast
to living as Jews from time to time.

In the Guide to the Perplexed, Maimonides wrote about ‘the inevitability of gradualness’. Despite the spate of
transformational slogans and programs, there is timeless and timely wisdom in Maimonides’ admonition.
According to the encyclopedic and incisive article by Jack Wertheimer in The 1999 American Jewish Yearbook,
more than a quarter of a million children learn in synagogue schools. They constitute the majority of Jewish
children studying Judaism in all formal and informal settings. In an entirely volunteristic system, despite the
justified critique, American Jews who are members of synagogues believe that Jewish schooling is worthy, if
not holy. The fact that these schools are embedded in synagogues is most significant. Complemented by the
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sanctuary, the boardroom, the social hall, the administrative and clergy offices, the school is an essential piece
of the learning institution called a synagogue. It is myopic to see Jewish learning confined to the hours school
meets, and I write that as someone who learned more at the dinner table than I did through high school.

Synagogue schools can and do accomplish:

• [Teach] Hebrew decoding and contextual understanding of Torah and Tefilla 

• Habituate understanding and practice of Tikkun Olam (b’malchut Shaddai) 

• Initiate Jewish learning as a lifelong process 

• Provide community structure for moral and spiritual development 

• Inspire conscious Jewish living 

We can improve synagogue schools by:

• Making the transition from Jewish Early Childhood Centers to synagogue schools seamless 

• Blending learning and socializing, for adolescents especially 

• Regarding parents, teachers, and families as learners in addition to children 

• Concentrating on the positive celebratory aspects of Jewish memory and destiny 

• Striving to create a balance between Talmud Torah, Avodah and Gemillut Chassadim (Jewish learning,
Jewish living and Jewish caring) 

As I write this article, we are reading this week from Parashat Va’yechi, the last weekly Torah portion in the Book
of Genesis. Jacob was the first grandparent to wonder whether his grandchildren, Ephraim and Manasseh, will be
Jews, whether their ascribed identity will become their chosen identity (Genesis 48). We still wonder. There are no
guarantees. But, those grandparents whose grandchildren are learning in synagogue schools can find reason to hope,
if not expect that they will perpetuate Judaism. Jewish learning may be necessary for Jewish living, but learning itself
is insufficient. The success of Jewish schooling is not only how much the graduates know, or even how much they
are able to do, but also how they choose to live. Synagogue schools can succeed, as the title of Joseph Reimer’s
Succeeding at Jewish Education: How One Congregation Made it Work (JPS 1997) demonstrated. A congregation that
values Jewish learning will reflect that priority in its budget, in its selection of professional and volunteer leadership,
and ultimately, in its membership. The synagogue school can only supplement the learning that is modeled in the
rest of the synagogue and the living that is modeled at home. With realistic expectations, the synagogue school can
indeed succeed, and at its best, it can be excellent. (Cf. A Vision for Excellence, JESNA 2000) 
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Questions for Discussion 

Select one or two of the following questions:

1. You serve on a board. How did you get here? Take a minute to write down the most influential experience
that brought you to this conference table, using as few words as possible. (Consider your involvement as a
child in congregational life, your pre-school experiences, your youth and camp experiences, any trips to
Israel, your family involvement in Judaism or, if you are a Jew by choice, think about your new Jewish 
experiences.)

2. The author of the article states that all schools are supplemental. How much variance is there between 
what is taught in your congregation and what is practiced in people’s homes?

3. Look at the bulleted section of the article. There is a list of what schools do and what they can do better.
Does your congregation adequately perform any of the tasks listed? How do you know?

Evidence of Understanding

Ask the board members to identify ways in which the congregation’s educational programs could or do
already create future Jewish leaders.
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Session Four

OUR GOALS AS A CONGREGATION 
AND A SCHOOL

Instructions for the Facilitator

This session requires investigation of your congregational goals as they relate to Jewish education. It is impor-
tant that you get to all of the questions in this session, saving at least twenty minutes for Question 3. Prior
to this session, find out if the congregation and/or the school have a mission statement. If there are mission
statements (even if they have not been revised), bring copies of those statements for the group.

Distribute copies of “Goals of Reform Jewish Education” (p. 13) or JESNA’s “Report on the Task Force on
Congregational and Communal Jewish Education.”

Questions for Discussion 

1. Does your congregation have specific goals that relate to Jewish education? If so, hand out copies. If not,
your congregation should consider developing goals that include your Jewish education objectives.

NOTE: If the congregation has precise written goals for Jewish education, the facilitator should hand out copies of these.

2. What are the goals of your school and Education Committee? 

NOTE: If the Education Committee and/or school have a mission statement, the facilitator should pass those out. If
not, pass out the “Goals of Reform Jewish Education.” Ask the board to consider whether these goals are consistent
with the congregation’s educational goals.

3. How are the educational programs of the school helping to further the congregational goals? Where are 
they at odds? Do they intersect? Is the education program part of the congregational goals at all? If not,
why not?

4. The following is a list of components of schools that are innovative and are considered “excellent.” This
has been culled from the JESNA “Report on the Task Force on Congregational and Communal Jewish 



12

Chai: Learning for Jewish Life Temple Boards

Education” and represents the best of many schools. 

Excellent schools do most of the following:

• Plan and implement programs for both adults and children

• Help parents to function as primary and active builders of their children’s Jewish identity

• Make the religious school a centerpiece of religious life

• Provide intensive professional development support for teachers in the form of seminars, monthly 
meetings and mentoring

• Provide new teachers with many resources including mentoring and help developing lesson plans

• Mandate periodic self-assessment and encourage strategic planning

• Provide innovative, thoughtful programming for post-b’nei mitzvah students, which encourages 
religious school retention and higher-level learning

• Allow all students regular access to Jewish professionals

Evidence of Understanding

The board’s discussion about the following questions can serve as an indicator of the effectiveness of this ses-
sion. The secretary or a board member should record the board’s responses for future reference:

1. Are the characteristics defined by JESNA appropriate for our education program? If so, then
assess our congregation with regard to these characteristics of excellence.

2. What are possible areas of growth or improvement for our congregation in this regard?
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GOALS OF REFORM JEWISH EDUCATION

The UAHC Department of Education has set forth the goals listed blow. These guidelines foster the deep-
ening of the Jewish experience and knowledge for all Jews in order to strengthen faith in God, love of Torah,
and identification with the Jewish people through involvement in the synagogue and participation in Jewish
life. We believe that Judaism contains answers to the challenges and questions confronting us daily and that
only a knowledgeable Jew can successfully discover these answers.

Linked to these goals, the programs of our religious schools embrace experience and learning activities,
encouraging children, young people, and adults to become…

• Jews who affirm their Jewish identity and bind themselves inseparably to their people by word and
deed

• Jews who bear witness to the berit, the “covenant” between God and the Jewish people through the 
practice of mitzvot, “commandments,” as studied in the Torah and the classic Jewish literature it has
generated and as interpreted in light of historic development and contemporary liberal thought

• Jews who affirm their historic bond to Eretz Yisrael, the “Land of Israel”

• Jews who cherish and study Hebrew, the language of the Jewish people

• Jews who value and practice tefilah, “prayer” 

• Jews who further the causes of justice, freedom and peace by pursuing tzedek, “righteousness”; 
mishpat, “justice”; and chesed, “loving deeds”

• Jews who celebrate Shabbat and the festivals and observe the Jewish ceremonies that mark the 
significant occasions in their lives

• Jews who esteem their own person and the person of others; their own family and the family of 
others; their own community and the community of others

• Jews who express kinship with K’lal Yisrael by actively seeking the welfare of Jews throughout the
world

• Jews who support and participate in the life of the synagogue
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INTERACTING WITH 
THE EDUCATION COMMITTEE

Instructions for the Facilitator

There may be a staff member in charge of the religious school. This person is often charged with responsi-
bility over curricula, special programs, enrollment, parent communication, teacher supervision, budget prepa-
ration/implementation and other tasks that in the public sector would be the responsibility of the principal.
The Religious School Committee may function informally or in a more formal structure. (See Rethinking
Jewish Education: The Role of the Education Committee, from the UAHC curriculum Chai: Learning for Jewish
Life.) 

In some congregations there is a tendency to delegate responsibilities to the Education Committee and the
educator and to assume that all is going well. The Temple Board may not think of delegating authority, or
distributing responsibilities, until a significant issue arises that might require such a solution. Each congrega-
tion has different ways of seeing to it that all the specific tasks are completed and school needs are met. 

This discussion session is designed to look at the way a congregation divides responsibilities among the
Temple Board, the Religious School Committee and the educator or principal.

Activity

This activity involves having board members analyze the responsibilities of the Temple Board, the Education
Committee and the director of education. 

1. Divide the board into five groups. 

2. Distribute a copy of the table on page 16, and ask participants to write a short sentence in each
box describing the responsibilities of the Temple Board, the Religious School Committee and
the educator/principal in each of the five areas listed on the left side of the table. 

3. Have each group read their sentences for one of the five categories.  

4. Discuss the responses to see what similarities and differences exist in the way members see the
roles of each of the three responsible parties. 

5. Distribute the “Religious School Responsibilities” list (p. 16), which shows a fairly standard del-
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egation of authority. Where there are significant concerns, questions, or differences, the board
may want to schedule a separate session to address these.

Evidence of Understanding

The board’s completion of the following exercise will serve as confirmation that the board has understood the
principles of division of responsibility presented above. Board members should agree upon the distribution
of responsibility and authority in each domain.

Activity Table 

The five categories listed on the left are to be considered necessary for the welfare of the school and the entire
congregation. 

Fill in the boxes, describing briefly the responsibilities that the Temple Board, Religious School Committee
and the educator/principal have in each of the five areas listed on the left. 



Religious School Responsibilities

1. Budget
• The board understands and approves the budget, based on the needs and priorities of the Religious

School Committee and the congregation.

• The Religious School Committee develops and presents the budget to the board Finance Committee.

• The educator proposes the budget, based on the enrollment data and the needs of the school, to the
Religious School Committee.
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2. Policies  
• The board understands the school policies, agrees with the policies and is able to communicate those

policies to the congregations.  

• The Education Committee, together with the education director, writes, reviews, and recommends to
the Board of Directors school policies on a regular basis.  

• The educator makes recommendations for school policies based on real-life situations that arise dur-
ing the course of the school year.

3. Personnel 
• The board understands the employment practices and provides appropriate personnel recognition. 

• The educator is usually responsible for recruitment, contracting, negotiating, supervision/evaluation,
and recognition of teachers. In some cases, the Education Committee becomes involved with negoti-
ation and recognition of teachers.

4. Physical Plant 
• The Temple Board requests facility information regarding space usage and maintenance. 

• The Education Committee, with the educator and executive director, plans for facility use and an
ongoing plan for maintenance. It completes long-term plans and assures a safe, clean environment for
children and teachers.

5. Goals and Mission 
• The board reviews the goals and mission of the school and ensures that they are in tune with the syn-

agogue’s goals.

• Upon the board’s approval, the Education Committee writes and annually revisits the school mission
to see how it fits in with scheduling, materials and faculty in-service. 

• The educator discusses the goals and mission of the school with the Religious School Committee and
is responsible for implementing them on a daily basis, through curriculum, teacher education, etc.



Session Six

WHAT IS THE NATURE 
OF OUR EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS?

Instructions for the Facilitator

Session Six asks both objective and subjective questions. Please be sure to have copies of the congregational
and school budgets on hand for reference. 

Prior to the session, distribute copies of “Questions for Discussion” (see following page) to board members.
(See “Possible Answers to Questions for Discussion,” p. 19, intended for the facilitator only.) In this way,
board members will have the time to look through their information and give the most informed response.

As members answer the questions, the facilitator should record all responses on easels, giant Post-it notes or
poster board, since some of the information provided during this session will be needed again in Session
Seven.

NOTE: The facilitator should present a list that shows what programs exist and the number of participants. Begin with

the enrollment report of the school for each grade. Present the number of other special events and the number of par-

ticipants in those programs. Include adult education programs, family education programs and youth programs.

Questions for Discussion

1. What learning programs does our congregation offer? 

2. What is the goal of our learning programs?

3. Is one of the goals to create a community of lifelong learners (i.e., programs for children of pre-
school age through senior citizens)? If not, why not? 
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4. Why do we have a religious school? 

5. Do we have underserved populations and program gaps? Create a list of programs that could
enrich the education of the entire congregation in your community of learners. 

Possible Answers to Questions for Discussion (For facilitators only)

Question 1. Possible answers to this question may include informal youth programming, and adult educa-
tion programs that are offered by Sisterhood or Brotherhood. Sometimes the board will not include the reli-
gious school as a learning program! If they do not, the facilitator should add that to the list.

Question 2. Answers may vary.

Question 3. One possible answer to this question may be that the educational goal of the school is to pre-
pare our children for b’nei mitzvah. In that case, the facilitator should remind participants that this may be
a result of our educational program, but it should not be the only goal of the program.

Question 4. Answers may vary.

Question 5. Possible answers to this question may include: Parent education; Jewish parenting; preschool
programs; programs for the aging; family education programs; youth programming; programming for spe-
cial-needs people; Shabbat family programming; programs in the Jewish arts; book groups; outreach programs. 

Evidence of Understanding

Ask board members to consider the nature of the congregation’s current educational programs, and decide
how future programming for underserved groups should be prioritized. This may lead to a plan for reallo-
cating human and financial resources.



Session Seven

UNDERSTANDING THE SCHOOL BUDGET

Instructions for the Facilitator

The purpose of this session is to create an awareness of the resources needed to run the religious school.
Record the responses on easels, giant Post-it notes or poster board, and save them for future use. At this point
the board should examine how the congregation supports the educational program.

Questions for Discussion

1. What are the human resources of the school? 

List all the people who contribute to the school, including Jewish professional support, teachers,
administrative staff, volunteers, and parents. Add up the number of people involved.

2. What does it cost to operate the school?

Provide a copy of the budget to each board member. Ask the director of education to explain what
goes into each line item. Generate a list of other costs that do not appear in that specific budget
but that are involved in running a school. That could include portions of some salaries, such as
for the rabbi, the cantor, youth worker, or custodian. It could also include materials purchased for
the entire congregation, and the costs of maintenance for the facility, such as heat.

Write these numbers on an easel and have one of the board members add them up.

3.  What is the financial contribution of the congregation to the school?

This question aims at examining what the congregation pays for (as opposed to tuition paid by
parents, for example). Compare the revenue generated by tuition fees to the total school expenses.

4. What percentage of the temple budget pays for the school? 

Have your calculator-wielding board member divide the total operating costs of the school by the
total expenses of the temple to get this figure.
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5. How do we compare ourselves to other congregations of similar size in terms of our 
educational expenses?

For this question, use Portraits of Schooling: A Survey and an Analysis of Supplementary Schooling 
in Congregations, by Samuel K. Joseph (New York: UAHC Press, 1997), p. 19, in Appendix D.

Evidence of Understanding

Ask the board members how this session has changed their understanding of the board’s role in financing the
educational programs of the congregation. Future board decisions regarding education funding should take
into account what the board has learned at this session about the culture of the congregation. 



Session Eight

SHOULD TUITION FEES 
FUND OUR RELIGIOUS SCHOOL?

Instructions for the Facilitator 

Session Eight deals with the responsibility of a community to pay for its religious school. It is the responsi-
bility of all congregants, whether or not they have (or ever had) children in the school, to contribute to the
education of the next generation.

You will need to have copies of the congregation and school budget. Specifically, you need to know the tuition
fees for religious school (Sunday school and mid-week Hebrew school), the total costs of the school, the per-
centage contributed by parents through tuition, and the percentage contributed by the temple.

NOTE: Make sure to have enough time so that all questions in this session are addressed. Question 6 may require a
10-minute discussion, being the crux of the matter. The data regarding Questions 1–3 should have been determined
during the previous session. Have them available at this session as well.

Questions for Discussion

1. How much does our congregation pay for religious school?

2. How much do our parents pay for religious school? 

3. What percentage of the religious school budget is paid for by tuition fees?

4. Do you believe that parents should carry the largest burden for religious education? 
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5. Do we charge a fee for adult education programs? For Torah study?

6. What message is our congregation sending by charging a fee for religious school?

Evidence of Understanding

Ask board members to articulate any change in their attitude about the balance between congregational sup-
port and user-fee support for education. What would they recommend to our Budget Committee in light of
their deliberations?



Session Nine

WHO IS TEACHING IN OUR SCHOOL?

Instructions for the Facilitator

One of the problems facing religious schools is the recruitment and retention of quality teachers. Credentials
and tenure are important attributes to look for in your teaching staff; a positive attitude and a commitment
to Jewish education are equally valuable. Teacher availability is influenced by the location of the school. Staff
development opportunities and plans for supervision influence teachers’ quality. Congregational membership
status of teachers may have an impact on both teacher supervision and dedication to the school. The length
of service of our teachers has an impact on school program stability. Length of teacher’s service may have an
impact on budget. Teachers can have a great impact on the amount of learning taking place and on stu-
dent/parent satisfaction with the program. 

Prior to the session, get the actual statistics about your faculty from the education director, and be ready to
share them with the board only after the members have completed the following exercise. 

This discussion is meant to raise awareness on the part of the board members about the quality and charac-
ter of the teaching faculty. Provide members with the number of teachers on your faculty (indicating the spe-
cialty of these teachers; e.g., tutors, Hebrew teachers, or Judaic studies teachers). 
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ACTIVITY

Below you will find a variety of categories that may apply to our teachers. Without checking precise data, try
to draw a portrait of the school faculty. 

Reform 

Conservative 

Orthodox 

Reconstructionist 

College students 

Less than 3 years of service in our school 

Between 3 and 10 years of service in our school 

More than 10 years of service in our school 

More than 20 years of service in our school 

Male 

Female 

Members of our congregation 

Bachelors degree 

Masters degree 

Ph.D. or S’michah (ordination) 

Any degrees in Jewish Education or Judaic Studies



Distribute copies of Appendix E to offer a baseline for dialogue regarding your teaching staff. 

Evidence of Understanding

To determine evidence of understanding, conclude this session with a discussion of the following questions:

1. Were the actual statistics surprising to you in any way?

2. What did we learn about our faculty?

3. How can our Education Committee and education director help us understand the teacher-
training needs in our school so that we can best support their efforts?

4. How does this knowledge impact our budgetary responsibility for staff development and staff
recognition?
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Session Ten

CONGREGANTS AS TEACHERS

Instructions for the Facilitator

Session Ten explores the use of congregants as teachers—a practice on which many congregations still rely.
The use of congregants as teachers may be part of a specific strategy, or it may be a natural consequence of
teacher shortage. The Temple Board should address some of the central issues associated with using congre-
gants as faculty.  

The education director and/or the Education Committee chairperson should attend this session. It is impor-
tant that they are given this session’s questions to read prior to the meeting, so that they will be prepared to
answer the board members’ questions. 

Remind the board members that having these sessions will help in creating a leadership more knowledgeable
about the issues regarding your education programs. Although some of the following questions may be diffi-
cult to answer, remind them that they touch upon a crucial issue for the congregational school.

Again, you may want to hand out these questions prior to the discussion so that the board members can do
research on their own to determine the answers. 

Questions for Discussion

1.  How many of our religious school teachers are congregants? 

2. How are congregant faculty hired?

Are they interviewed, and are references checked? Who officially hires them—the education
director or the committee chair? Do they fill out contracts? 

3.  How do we train our teachers? Is our congregation doing any of the following:
• Mentoring—assigning mentors to the new teachers so that they can better develop their lesson 

plans

• Providing regular seminars

• Scheduling regular in-services to foster collegiality and deal with the business of the school



If these are offered, how successful are they? Does there need to be more? Are we compensating teachers for
attending? Providing a meal? Providing childcare?

4.  How are teaching congregants supervised and evaluated? What happens if their work is not
meeting the standards of the school? Is a system in place for prescriptive programs for all faculty,
including the congregant faculty?

5.  What happens if a congregant is performing unsatisfactorily as a teacher? Can he or she be
fired? Who would do this? What if the teacher is an important donor (or relative of a donor) or
a board member?

6. What are the benefits of having faculty who are members of the congregation?

(Answers may include: They are familiar with our worship services, our programs, our personnel; they are
a part of our community; they are positive role models for their children and for other members of the 
congregation.)

Evidence of Understanding

Ask the board to consider whether the benefits of having congregant faculty members outweigh the poten-
tial pitfalls. If so, how can we encourage more congregants to teach?
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Session Eleven

PLANNING: 
TOPICS FOR FUTURE DISCUSSION

Instructions for the Facilitator

The purpose of this session is to identify some of the topics board members would like to discuss and learn
about at future meetings. On page 30 you will find a list of topics that may be of interest to your board mem-
bers. It is also a good idea to have the educator and the chair of the Education Committee contribute their
input to your list of possible topics. 

Hand out the list to all board members. Ask them to take five minutes to choose the topics they deem impor-
tant for their congregation and to prioritize the chosen list of subjects. Collect the list and use the informa-
tion to set topics for discussion at future sessions.



LET’S TALK ABOUT...
A List Of Possible Session Topics

Which of these subjects would you like to discuss in future sessions? Choose as many as you want and put
them in order of importance for you.

❑ Special Events – How does the school interact with Holiday and Ritual Committees in creating school 
congregational events?

❑ Evaluation – How do we evaluate our school and the progress that students are making?

❑ Capital Expenditures – How do we plan for the maintenance and updating of expensive furniture and 
materials? 

❑ Staff Evaluation – What is the system in place for the review of teachers and educators? 

❑ Special Populations – How does our school serve the needs of children with special needs at both ends of
the spectrum? 

❑ Programs and Costs – Review of family education programs and costs

❑ Library Resources – What do we have, and what would we like to have? 

❑ Comparing Our School to the Community:  
a. Requirements 
b. Fees 
c. Staffing Teacher-Pupil Ratio 
d. Class Size 
e. School Schedule 

❑ More Budget Information 

❑ More Information on School Policies 

❑ School/Parent Communication: A Congregational PR Tool 

❑ More Parent Education Programs

❑ More Committee and Board Programs
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Evidence of Understanding

Develop a plan for addressing the board’s educational priorities, beginning with those goals that are both
highly desirable and highly feasible to achieve.
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APPENDIX A
The following piece, written by Rabbi Eric H. Yoffee, and published in Portraits of Schooling (New York:
UAHC Press, 1995), was selected to help broaden the discussion on the theme of Session One, "Why We
Need to Know About Our Religious School." 
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APPENDIX B

Following is a section of a paper by Isa Aron, "From the Congregational School to the Learning
Congregation—Are We Ready for a Paradigm Shift?" published in A Congregation of Learners (New York:
UAHC Press, 1995), p. 69. This text was selected because it poses interesting thoughts when looking at the
function and goals of Jewish education for our school and our entire congregation.
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APPENDIX E

The following is an excerpt from Portraits of Schooling, by Samuel K. Joseph (New York: UAHC Press, 1997),
pp. 22–31. 
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