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The symposium showed a rather uniform respect, however, shy and obituary,
for the Jewish tradition. . . .

Part of [it] is to be traced to the prestige of Judaism in 'America, and that
prestige reflects the numbers and achievements of the Jews in America. .

Most of the symposiasts have a smattering of Jewish kitchen culture—a
peculiar position for intellectuals to be in. . . .

New Square

In July 1961 in Rockland county, N. Y., a new community of hasidim
of Rabbi Joseph Jacob Twersky, the Skvirer rebbe, was incorporated as
New Square, the Americanized form of Skvir, the Russian town where
this group originated. At the time of writing there were about 70 families
living there. Most were from Williamsburg, an old and deteriorating section
of Brooklyn with a high concentration of hasidim.

WoLFE KELMAN

The Curriculum of the Jewish School*

A CURRICULUM is an organized formulation of all the learning-
teaching situations experienced in the school. It should include a general state-
ment of aims and objectives, a detailed formulation of specific objectives
within each area of study, a guide to the sequential organization of material,
and graded outlines arranged according to subject or activity unit. The selec-
tion and organization of subject matter will be influenced by the educational
philosophy of those formulating the curriculum, their knowledge of child psy-
chology, the resources and needs of the community, the type of school in-
volved, the teaching personnel available, etc. It will be further affected by
problems peculiar to one or another area of study: in the Jewish school the
teaching of Hebrew presents special problems, as do the teaching of Bible,
Jewish history, and religion.

The curriculum of any large elementary-school system is usually evolved
through the cooperative effort of many teachers, parents, consultants, super-
visors, superintendents, and the like. The Los Angeles elementary-school cur-
riculum, for example, consists of four sections: a “Child Growth and Devel-
opment Chart,” outlining the physical, mental, and socio-emotional traits and
needs of children at different ages; an instructional program based on subject
matter; another which is organized according to grade, and a fourth section,
dealing with evaluation and pupil-progress reports. In addition to this basic
curriculum, there are available to the teacher a great many supplementary
manuals and guides.

© Numbers in parentheses refer to the bibliography, p. 220; for meaning of abbreviations,
see p. 497.
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Few Jewish-school curricula compare in scope or comprehensiveness with
that of the Los Angeles schools, which, of course, is typical of elementary-
school curricula throughout the United States. The hundreds of self-styled
“curricula” published by individual Jewish schools do not merit the designa-
tion. They normally contain a brief statement of aims, an indication of the
subjects taught in each grade, a time schedule, and a recommended-book list.
Occasionally they include a brief discussion of methods and techniques and a
listing of available audio-visual and other teaching aids.

More ambitious curricula, which begin to compare with those in general
education, have been published in the past decade by some of the larger Jew-
ish education bureaus, including the Jewish Education Committee of New
York City, the Chicago Board of Jewish Education, and the Los Angeles
Bureau of Jewish Education. The American Council for Judaism and the edu-
cation departments of the national synagogue organizations have also been
active (1-6). The (Conservative) United Synagogue Commission on Jewish
Education has published curricula for elementary weekday schools, nurs-
eries, kindergartens, and foundation schools, and has commissioned still an-
other for it secondary schools (16, 17, 20). The Commission on Jewish Edu-
cation of the (Reform) UAHC has likewise published curricula for its
Sunday schools and supplementary weekday schools, covering the grades
from kindergarten to junmior high school (1, 3, 5).

Most of these curricula have been prepared by individual authors, and
some by groups of teachers and principals. However, none of them derive
from disciplined or extensive experimentation, research, or group thinking
and organization. Although they offer improved organization of existing mate-
rials and approaches, they do not examine their validity in the light of cur-
rent needs and they are not based on a sound, systematic investigation of
educational aims and objectives.

Fortunately, many curriculum studies have been and are being undertaken.
Some are doctoral and master’s dissertations for the graduate schools at
Dropsie College, Hebrew Union College, Yeshiva University, the Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, New York University, and other institu-
tions (87-111). Others have been commissioned by the same synagogue
organizations which have been most active in the preparation of curricula for
current use. Still others have been published by the Jewish education bureaus
and by professional magazines such as Jewish Education, Jewish Teacher,
and Shevile ha-hinnukh.

The National Curriculum Research Institute, established in June 1960 by
the Amercian Association for Jewish Education under its former director,
Judah Pilch, offers further hope for curriculum improvement. Established
upon the recommendation of the National Study of Jewish Education in
June 1959 to stimulate research and serve as a clearing house for curriculum
studies, it aims eventually to formulate a comprehensive curriculum for the
Jewish school.

As would appear from the foregoing, an inquiry into curriculum progress
can range far and wide. Our discussion here will be limited to an examination
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of the changes in trends and emphases in the Jewish school curriculum dur-
ing the past decade and of some of the problems which persist. We shall draw
some generalized conclusions applicable to all the different types of school,
and some which are valid only for specific types.

NEW EMPHASES AND TRENDS

Neither the one-day-a-week school, with its two to two-and-a-half hours of
instruction time, nor the congregational weekday school, with its five- to six-
hour schedule, allows sufficient time for effective instruction in the traditional
subjects: Hebrew, Bible, history, customs and ceremonies, prayer, music, arts
and crafts, etc. The objective of recently constructed curricula has therefore
been to group subjects within several major areas of study in the interest of
utilizing the time available most effectively.

Core Areas vs. Individual Subjects

Thus, the Curriculum Outline for the Congregational School, issued by
the United Synagogue Commission on Jewish Education, designates three
areas of study for its elementary divisions: Hebrew language, Jewish life and
religious practices, and the Jewish people; and four areas for the junior-high
division: Torah, Jewish life and religious practices, the Jewish people, and
junior congregations. A curriculum published by the Commission on Jewish
Education of UAHC suggests similar core areas: holiday background and
rituals, biblical heroes, and Hebrew, for the primary grades; a hero and his-
tory cycle, courses in Jewish ethical living, and life-cycle observances, for the
intermediate grades, and history, Bible, the American Jewish community,
the State of Israel, and Jewish worship for junior-high-school students. Some
of the intermediate and junior-high-school subjects may be taught interchang-
ably. Marginal time is presumably allowed for assemblies, music, tzedakah
(philanthropy), and the study of current events.

Child, Community, and Jewish Heritage

The traditional curriculum was concerned almost exclusively with trans-
mitting the Jewish heritage as manifested in the classical texts, patterns of be-
havior, religious practices, and culture. At the height of the Dewey-Kilpatrick
era of influence in American education, many Jewish schools favored a child-
centered curriculum, but more recently attention has been divided between
the child and his community. An attempt has been made to utilize for edu-
cational purposes the activities and experiences that take place in the home
and in the community and are related to Jewish life as the child sees it and
lives it. Similarly, the transmission of the classical texts is considered not as
an end in itself but as a means of enriching the life of the child and of con-
tributing to his adjustment in the Jewish community (1-6).

The past decade has witnessed the development of a new appreciation of
the “Jewish heritage” as inhering not only in the classical texts, religious prac-
tices, and culture of the people, but also in the outlooks and insights, attitudes
and ideals, which add up to a sense of Jewish values. Corollary to this has
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been the realization that what the Jewish school has to contribute, in con-
tradistinction to the public school, is precisely this complex of values which
characterize the Jewish way of life.

Although the problem of how best to transmit these values has not been
fully solved, some promising steps have been taken. Special courses have
been introduced in the high school and even in the junior high school, and
books dealing with the subject have been prepared for various age levels.
Subject matter, textbooks, and school activities have been evaluated and ana-
lyzed with an eye to incorporating the basic Jewish values within them, so
far as possible (56-59). Finally, attempts have been made to organize the
curriculum of a particular grade in part or as a whole around basic values.

Israel, the American Jewish Community, and the Community-
at-Large

The Jewish school today is much more concerned than a generation ago
with teaching its students about the American Jewish community into which
they will grow and about the world of which they are a part. In addition, cur-
rent curricula emphasize Israel and American Jewish history. Wherever pos-
sible, Jewish history is taught against the background of general history.
Even the all-day schools have sought to teach American and American Jewish
history not as parallel but as interrelated subjects.

Almost all of the Reform one-day-a-week schools, as well as those of the
American Council for Judaism, offer courses in comparative religion on the
junior-high-school level. Conservative schools, too, have begun to offer such
courses (60-69).

The Centrality of Religion

The most significant change in Jewish education during the past generation
has been the growing importance of the congregation. While the typical Jew-
ish school a generation ago was the community Talmud Torah, today 80 to
90 per cent of the pupils attend congregational schools. The scene of the
Jewish school has shifted to the synagogue, and the focus of its curriculum
to religion. Even in the secular schools, such as those sponsored by the Labor
Zionists and the Workmen’s Circle, bar mitzvah and other religious cere-
monies compete with language for attention. At home and in the synagogue
the child sees and experiences the powerful hold on the Jewish group of the
holiday and festival observances and the ceremonies attending birth, mar-
riage, and death. In most Jewish schools, it is this cycle of holidays and fes-
tivals, and the customs and ceremonies still practised in home and synagogue,
which constitute the core of the curriculum in the first few years.

Though more and more Jews are affiliating with synagogues, not many
congregate for prayer more than a few times a year. To recapture the mood
and habit of worship, the synagogue-sponsored schools have given new em-
phasis to prayer and worship. Many have shifted from mechanical reading to
meaningful study of prayers. A number of studies have been made of the
ideals and values of the prayer book and of the significance of specific prayers
and concepts, and an attempt has been made to grade prayers for study ac-
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cording to age and level of understanding. Prayers are offered to a greater
extent than ever before in the classrooms, at assemblies, and at school cele-
brations.

Similarly, attention has been turned to junior congregations. Sabbath and
Holy Day prayer books directed to specific age groups have been prepared
for the use of these congregations. To meet the needs of various age and
grade levels some of the larger schools accommodate as many as three or four
different junior congregations simultaneously on the Sabbath and on Rosh

ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur (35-55).
New Methods and Techniques

The Jewish school is richer today than ever before in auxiliary materials
and aids, thanks to the efforts of the Jewish education commissions of UAHC
and the United Synagogue, the bureaus of Jewish education, and the pub-
lishers of Jewish juvenile books and textbooks. There are many history text-
books for the early grades, almost all of them accompanied by teachers’
guides, charts, flash cards, and illustrations. There is still a paucity of Hebrew
textbooks for the upper grades. Textual aids for the teaching of prayer, ethics,
religion, the Jewish community, and Israel are only now becoming available.

Some catalogs of available audio-visual material run to more than 100
pages. Film strips have been produced in great abundance, particularly on
Jewish history, Israel, the American Jewish community, customs and cere-
monies, and current events. Also available are films, recordings, pictures,
charts, and other aids (70-79).

Adequate evaluation and achievement tests have not yet been developed
or standardized, but local bureaus of Jewish education and the American
Association for Jewish Education have been working toward that end, as has
the National Curriculum Research Institute.

PROBLEM AREAS

Only the all-day school is not plagued by the constrictions of time, but fewer
than ten per cent of the pupils attending Jewish schools are in all-day schools.
The curriculum of all other Jewish schools is affected at every turn by the
problem of time. The number of years that the average pupil will attend
school is uncertain and inconstant. In the weekday school the average is two
or three years, and in the Sunday school five or six.

The Sunday-school pupil attends classes from two to two-and-a-half hours
per week, and the weekday school student from five to seven-and-a-half
hours. Only seven per cent of Jewish children attend a secondary or college-
level Jewish school. The terminal point for most is the bar mitzvah. In these
circumstances, the best-laid plans of curriculum makers can come to naught.

Jewish educators have sought to cope with the time problem in several
ways. In many communities the schools have adopted minimum bar mitzvah
requirements, allowing only those who have completed four (or sometimes
five) years of study in a weekday Hebrew school to qualify for the Saturday-
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morning bar mitzvah service. Many congregations have raised the age of con-
firmation to 16 or 17 in order to defer the end of formal Jewish education.
The United Synagogue Commission on Jewish Education has demanded that
in all Conservative schools children past the age of eight shall attend more
than once a week, and many schools throughout the country have done so.
(To be accredited by the commission, schools must have a pupil population
consisting of at least 40 per cent of girls and must adhere to a five- or six-
year curriculum.) More and more Reform schools are adding weekday ses-
sions to their Sunday schools and some have even launched Hebrew sec-
ondary schools. Efforts are being made to establish secondary Sunday
schools to parallel those available to elementary weekday-school graduates.
Tours to Israel, summer encampments, and weekend institutes are ever more
widely employed to supplement formal classroom studies.

Hebrew

The renaissance of Hebrew accompanying the rise of the State of Israel
has lent the study of the language a new importance. Reform schools have
been reintroducing the study of Hebrew, teaching it functionally, in connec-
tion with prayer and worship in their Sunday schools, and as a modern lan-
guage in supplementary weekday classes. Conservative schools, too, present
Hebrew as a modern living language, but their primary emphasis is on the
application of the language to the study of the Bible and other classical texts
(21-26).

Here too, time is the constricting factor—there is simply not enough time
in the schools to teach effective mastery of the Hebrew language. As a con-
sequence, pupils graduate from the elementary schools having but a smatter-
ing of knowledge, based on acquaintance with a few chapters in the Hebrew
Bible. It is only in the all-day schools, which devote 12 to 20 hours a week to
Hebrew instruction, that the language is effectively mastered. However, there
is little evidence that more than a handful of graduates of all-day schools or
even of secondary and higher Jewish schools read Hebrew for pleasure, use
it for creative or scholarly purposes, or find much opportunity to speak it
outside the State of Israel.

Bible

It has been said that just as youth is wasted on the young, so is the Bible.
Nevertheless, it is the heart and core of the curriculum of every Jewish
school. Expecting the loss of their pupils before they reach the age when they
would best understand and appreciate the Bible, the Sunday schools use what-
ever means they can to transmit it in all its complexity and wisdom at the
tender age at which the children are committed to them. They have long
practiced the policy of teaching the Pentateuch in English, presenting simple
stories in the early grades, and the Prophets and parts of the Hagiographia in
the upper grades.

Most weekday schools persist in their attempt to prepare their students to
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study the Bible in Hebrew. However, at least three years are required for the
acquisition of sufficient linguistic skill to undertake such study. It is there-
fore no surprise that the four- or five-year course of study offered by the
average weekday elementary school makes possible the study of not more
than a few (abbreviated) chapters of Genesis and Exodus. Some newer ap-
proaches, such as that outlined in the Ruffman curriculum (8), have there-
fore provided for English to be employed in the teaching of portions of the
Bible.

The all-day schools teach Bible in Hebrew as early as the second and not
later than the third grade. Not only are the pupils thus enabled to cover the
major portions of the Bible in Hebrew, but also in most schools they even
begin the study of Mishnah and Gemara and other classic texts.

Because of the complexity of the problems involved, we cannot here enter
into questions of how the Bible is to be taught—how to deal with the con-
cepts of revelation and miracles and the behavior of God and men. Each
ideological group has its own approach, providing a problem with which cur-
riculum makers still have to come to grips (27-30).

History

The weekday schools of a generation ago taught Jewish history in Hebrew
and assigned it a minor role in the curriculum. Only recently has the subject
assumed the major importance it long enjoyed in the Sunday schools. Almost
all Jewish schools teach history in cycles. In the first cycle it is presented
through heroes and personalities, festivals and holidays. In the intermediate
grades it is topically organized. How best to teach the subject is a difficult and
complex problem, which is still far from being solved (31-34).

CONCLUSION

The Jewish school seeks to convince parents to think of Jewish education as
a continuous process from kindergarten through college, as a ladder which
the child must ascend, rung by rung, learning each of the aspects of his Jew-
ish heritage at the appropriate age level. Even the solution of the time prob-
lem, however, will not guarantee an ideal curriculum. A curriculum reflects
what is lived and believed and thought by the community. Only if it is en-
riched by, as it enriches, Jewish life in the home and the community will it
have real meaning.

SAMUEL DININ
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