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SESSION II

Chairperson: Dr. Steven Lorch

Dr. Steven Lorch, Principal, Akiba Hebrew Academy of Philadelphia, opened the
session with a brief summary of the afternoon's presentations which dealt with
ethnography and how it fits into traditional research. The discussion focused
on the school climate and school effectiveness as revealed by the application
of new techniques and tools. The goal of the Forum is to discover what factors,
if put in place, would enhance the effectiveness and quality of the education
of students.

To give direction to the evening's proceedings, Dr. Lorch then listed his im-
pression of the issues raised by the papers presented by Drs. Samuel Heilman
and Sharon Feiman-Nemser.

1. What are the available models for Jewish education? Public education,
progressive education, the Jewish home, other forms of Jewish education.

2. What are the goals of Jewish education? Knowledge, skills, attitudes.
In determining priorities, we have to decide whether some are more im-
portant than others, whether some are prerequisites for others, or
whether they may be in conflict with others. In dealing with the
tension among goals, we must determine which are more or less appro-
priate for Jewish schools.

3. In assessing effectiveness, we must decide whether the ultimate effect
of education should be enculturation, i.e. preservation of the status
quo, Or serving as a change agent.

4. The means of assessing education and determining whether learning
environments are effective. Two opposing specific issues raised were:

A. "Flooding out" as opposed to artful teaching.

B. Cultural tension in Jewish education versus a correspondence of
values between teacher and community or the capacity of the teacher
to make a leap so that values will be conscnant with those of the
community.

After listing the issues, Dr. Lorch posed the following questions to the practi-
tioners in the group:

1. Do the researchers' data and analysis jibe with practitioners' experience
in Jewish schools?

2. Do the techniques and findings suggest new approaches for strengthening
schools through changing old methods and approaches?

3. How can any of this serve to influence our practice and what is the
jnformation which might be disseminated to other schools?



Discussion

In reply to Dr. Rosen's question, Dr. Heilman opening his response to Dr. Feiman-
Nemser's comments by defining "flooding out" as "being out of play," doing
something which breaks the scheme of events with disruption thereby breaking

the train of involvement. He went on to address specific statements made by
Sharon Feiman-Nemser.

The difference of opinion seems to be based on whether the problems of the Jewish
schools are due to cultural tension or "flooding out" due to bad teaching. It is
true that a good teacher can handle "flooding out," and it may be that cases men-
tioned zeroed in on bad teaching. Nevertheless, there are certain elements of the
Jewish school experience in which students simply cannot become engaged, because
the world from which they come and the world into which they are thrown are so far
apart. Students, therefore, will use any means to get out of the situation. They
cannot physically leave and they therefore choose to be alienated from the teaching
while remaining in the school setting. As to the students' boredom mentioned by
Feiman-Nemser, it may be the result of bad teaching, but it is also an outcome of
cultural distance. Even the best teacher cannot succeed if the children are not
touched. At the same time, a master teacher can make childrenrespond even to
routine materials. It is not a matter of either/or.

There were several responses to the question of the extent to which Dr. Heilman's
study matches the experiences of practitioners. Joel Gordon stated that "flooding
out" was a frequent phenomenon in his school. He handled it by using it as a means
of reengaging the class in study. Because of the tremendous gap between where
children come from and what is being taught, he is troubled by whether what he
teaches, even at its most successful, will have any impact on bridging the chasm.

To help students relate to what they are learning, Jay Braverman suggested sensj-
tizing teachers to the fact that concepts which they take for granted, such as
"Torah Lishma" are entirely strange to their students. He also felt that students
need a more familiar frame of reference, and idealizing our forefathers and mothers
creates an unreachable goal. In response to the considerable interest in how
students assess their Jewish education as compared to other aspects of the heavy
learning schedule in Canadian schools, Braverman set up a Jewish family life
education program for the tenth grade. It was a direct effort to bridge the gap
between the real world and the world of Jewish studies, to try to see what it
means to parent Jewishly. He questioned several classes as to the effect and
relevance of Jewish studies to their lives and got opposite responses. Science
majors, the more gifted group, failed to see any relevance while liberal arts
majors said it had relevance. He found the results frightening and astounding.

Sam Schaffler was not sure of the difference between "flooding out™ or the "tuning
out" which was part of his own educational experience, but he regarded the latter
as a way of survival. Cultural dissonance made it a necessity and the residue of
guilt it produced was valuable in itself.

He felt that ethnography, while valuable as a research technique, offers the equi-
valent of a one time polaroid snapshot. What is needed is a continuing reel of
film for which an ongoing study of one setting over several years might be more
productive.
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As to the issue of dissonance, Schaffler pointed out that it has a positive value.
Education is not always the result of congruity between the settings of family and
the educational institution. The success story of the Jewish camp is a case in
point. The camp is a cultural island from which the parents are excluded. Such
cultural isclation, however, is not an exclusive function of spatial distance.

The Zionist youth group which shaped his 1ife was geographically near, but ideo-
logically distant from the world in which he lived. Schaffler suggested that
cultural dissonance could be used in the classroom to stimulate the students.

Thus, teachers need not necessarily come from the same background as their students.

Josh Elkin commented that he regards ethnography as an important research tech-
nique for Jewish education, and feels that much more of it should be done. It
is important to know what really happens in the classroom and the concept of the
hidden curriculum is an important one.

The data in both reports seems accurate but on the basis of his own experience,
E1kin tended to place greater importance on the effective teacher as the prime
factor in keeping children to task. He nevertheless urged further ethnographic
research to explore the entire social fabric in which learning takes place--the
home, the synagogue and institutions other than the classroom. This would help
to document needs and arrive at programmatic sclutions.

Bernard Reisman noted that the two reports, Sam Heilman's analysis of the dynamics
of Jewish education, and Sharon Feiman-Nemser's comments on the consequences of
his observations for classroom procedures were mutually illuminating. However,

we should broaden our concept of dissonance to include the variety of tensiogns
under which students Tearn. When we consider all the possibilities, he agrees
with Feiman-Nemser's emphasis on the need for professionally trained teachers.
However, given the realities of Hebrew school teaching, finding sensitive and
attentive teachers is not an immediate solution. Another issue brought up by
Reisman and not dealt with by the speakers was the need to return to basics and
re-emphasize textual study.

Barry Holtz tended to agree with the suggestions presented by Feiman-Nemser because
of the factor of control. While we have 1ittle control over the ethnographic as-

pects of Jewish education studied by Heilman, we can have an impact on teacher training.

Good teachers can handle "flooding out" and contrel a class, but the power of outside
culture tends to make Jewishness appear odd. He quoted Leonard Fein's article which
pointed out "that we are engaged in an enterprise that is absurd and so much against
the grain of American culture that we are developing a self-destruct apparatus." The
guestion which must be addressed is, “Given the nature of Judaism, how do we combat
the flood of outside culture, which is the culture of our students?"

Some comfort was offered by Judith Press who reported the results of her study of
18 children, 8-12, in regard to their attitudes to Jewish 1ife. The students re-
garded the Jewish school as a legitimate enterprise which they would not leave.
Heilman felt that if sending a child to a Hebrew school, whatever its educational
level, guaranteed future affiliation, then it is a worthwhile enterprise.

Lou Newman objected to such minimal achievement and focused on the importance of
establishing goals for Jewish education in order to arrive at appropriate methods.
First, Jewish educatijon must recognize that we are different and in conflict with
the world around us, and second, it must serve a meaningful socializing function.
Ethnography can serve an important function by holding up a mirror to the educa-
tional establishment. The observations in Heilman's study can alert rabbis and




educators and force them to come to grips with reality. Bureaus of Jewish Education
must cease to offer "parve" curricula; they should emphasize differences and spell
out choices, and clarify what movements stand for. The child knows what is ex-
perienced on the outside, but is not exposed to a counter movement. The teacher

is unable to offer viable alternatives within the Jewish framework. In the end,
success in Jewish education comes back to the quality of the teacher and challen-
ging materials which sharpen the issues.

Stuart Kelman noted that learning theory indicates that "flooding out” and dis-
ruption are not only acceptable, but necessary for progression. The real question
is how to train teachers to deal with "flooding out" or what a San Diego study
called “critical incident intervention." He was also troubled by the appropriate
role for research, the feasibility of drawing conclusions from a micro sample and
the implications to be drawn from research.

Lorch asked if any thought had been given to adapting to Jewish education the best
school effectiveness concept on which the study, Fifteen Thousand Hours, was based.
Fifteen Thousand Hours refers to the time spent by students in elementary and secon-
dary schools in England and is the title of the published results of a research
project conducted in 1979 by Michael Rutter, a professor of child psychiatry. The
study compared two schools in similarly poor London neighborhoods with comparable
student bodies. The results indicated that schools are capable of producing radi-
cally different educational results even when social and economic factors are con-
stant. The report emphasized the importance of the ethos of successful schools,
i.e. the focus on academia concerns discipline and praise and the importance of a
fair-share of high ability students.

Harold Himmelfarb questioned the idea that mere attendance at Hebrew school has a
positive effect as well as Feiman-Nemser's suggestion of adapting the procedures

of progressive education. He stated the need for an interactive model for Jewish
schools. Since the school cannot be a model family or community, given the limited
time it has, it should recognize what it does best. Schools can extend their in-
fluence by channeling students to other reinforcing environments such as camps,
youth groups, and family education. It is essential to look at the totality of

the educational effort. Toward this end, more research should be done on parental
life styles and an effort should be made to document the factors which result in
“good schools" and to compare them to schools which are considered poor.

The importance of the study of texts was affirmed by Sam Schaffler who pointed out
that the classical tradition believes in the redemptive value of studying texts
irrespective of the values brought by the student. He disagreed with Lou Newman's
defining dissonance as disagreement. Dissonance is a necessary factor in order to
allow for the expression of the varying passions and differing commitments within
Judaism.

Commenting on the concept of research, Susan Stodolsky tried to delineate what
research can and cannot do. Research tells us what is going on but should not

be expected to indicate what ought to be or what we must do to initiate discussion.
It is not the basis for policy implications which can be drawn from many sources.
She felt that the research world promises too much, often giving an unrealistic
view of children and schools, consequently disappointing those who look to research
for solutions.




As a non-researcher, Harriet Bogard asked for guidelines toward the identification
of good schools and a clarification of goals for various school models. Supple-
mentary afternoon schools promise and deliver certain skills and a successful Bar
or Bat Mitzvah performance. Sunday schools are not as clear as to goals or what
parents expect.

Addressing the issue of goals, Joel Gordon defined a successful school as one which
turns out a high percentage of Jewish students, who grow up to Tive significantly
Jewish lives, for whom Jewish ideas are central and who are motivated to transmit
these values to their children and grandchildren,

Sam Heilman responded to this definition of success by noting that it is relative
and depends on family and community. For him, a successful school is one which
fits the school to the community. "Flooding out" which illustrates the important
concept of cultural dissonance, indicates how school and community do or do not
fit together. The issue is not simply getting better teachers and curricula;
success depends on the nature of the Jewish community. A good teacher who turns
out a child who does not fit into the community will be dismissed. Lou Newman
maintained that good teachers who make an important impression can make the
difference. He urged more effective teacher training and clarification of goals.

Several suggestions were made regarding the recognition of the factors involved in
achieving success in Jewish education. Josh Elkin, taking Sam Heilman's concept of
congruity between school and community and Lou Newman's stress on good teachers,
suggested documentation of such issues as how congruity is arrived at, why some
teachers succeed in communities lacking congruence.

Harold Himmelfarb stressed the need for the researchers to devise definitions and
parameters, but not to become bogged down in clarifying goals. A loose definition
here would suffice. Studies of school effectiveness have shown that we must con-
sider factors previously overlooked such as parents, cultural background, etc.

To Bernard Reisman, the important implications of Heilman's study lie in the
concept of dissonance and how it is used. Most youngsters accept the idea of
being different as part of the perennial Jewish experience. However, there is
more to dissonance than differences in cultural patterns, and it deserves
amplification.

To transmit the idea without overloading it negatively, the community must be sure
that the child knows that there is more to Jewish education than being different.
The dissonance should be balanced by programs which stress the positivies of being
Jewish, i.e., being part of a supportive group, the special relationships to sensi-
tive adults who care and are responsive to cone's needs, the unique connection to
peers in the same status, etc. In addition, we must devise ways to direct the
creative energy that emerges from the tensions between the outside world and the
demands of being Jewish. The learner should identify with the heroes and the
heroic experiences of Jewish 1ife and history. A sense of pride and understanding,
of being part of an elect situation, should be engendered in order to bring the
learner to a transcendental spiritual level which makes him/her want to learn.
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SESSION III
Chairperson: Dr. Steven Bayme

Steven Bayme, Assistant Director, JCAD, chaired this session and reviewed the
original purpose of the Forum--to provide a high level "think tank" for front-
Tine educators and researchers in Jewish education. After summarizing the pro-
ceedings of the first two sessions, Dr. Bayme asked those present to addresss
the question of whether the current group of educators representing diverse
interests is a good model for a "think tank" on Jewish education, and whether
the AJC is the appropriate organization to sponsor it.

Several participants suggested the inclusion at future sessions of constituencies
not represented in the Forum: teachers, lay leaders, experts in supplementary
education, Reform educators, Jewish center personnel. It was noted, however,
that a larger group might 1imit open discussion, and that a continuing group
could get to know cone another better, and function as an ongoing seminar.

There was considerabie debate over whether a "think tank" was really what was
needed. A number of speakers stated that their participation would be worth
while only if the proceedings had direct implications for the classroom and

the community. Others responded that the AJC is not the appropriate forum for
the discussion of specific practical classroom concerns, and that sessions
dealing with broad concepts would inevitably have practical implications as well.

The following suggestions about the format of future forums were expressed.
Papers should be circulated in advance, to avoid spending precious time on
hearing them read. The Forum should be expanded from a 24-hour period to perhaps
3 days or an entire week. The meeting place might be a retreat center so that
participants will remain together throughout the deliberation period. The schedule
should include some time for participants to break up into affinity groups which
would allow for the discussion of the specific concerns of their respective
specialties. Bernard Reisman urged that a spirited discussion of one "charis-
matic" paper is of more benefit than drawn out procedural discussions. Harold
Himmelfarb felt that AJC could make a significant contribution by sponsoring
research in Jewish education, which now overwhelmingly takes the form of
dissertations.

Recommendations for topics to be covered at future forums include:

1. How to make the various cultural dissonances inherent in Jewish education
creative rather than destructive.

2. How to bring the community into the school.

3. Researchers in general education should report on their findings which
might have implications for Jewish education.

4., How to create a "profession" of Jewish teaching.
5. Is meaningful suppliementary Jewish education feasible?

6. Study a "successful" Jewish school in contrast to an "ordinary" one.
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