Professional Development and Israel Education

Abra Greenspan, the educator at Congregation Emanu El in San Francisco, is implementing a Professional Development program for her staff around Israel Education. The year-long program is unique and tailor-made to the needs of the school. It allowed for a focused preparation, on-going processing and follow up. Abra's experience is highlighted here to showcase how one educator with a vision can make a significant change.

In 2005, The Bureau of Jewish Education provided school enhancement grants to congregational schools to help them in the area of Professional Development around Israel Education. Abra applied for and received a grant to work in this area. She wanted to create a team in her school to work on how Israel is taught currently, and what they want to do in the future. Vavi Toran, Director of the Israel Education Initiative co-planned, co-taught and provided support both programmatic and with resources. 

A group of 10 teachers were recruited to participate in a year-long effort that would engage in assessing their own ideas and attitudes about Israel as well as what others thought about how Israel is taught and regarded. The team also took on the responsibility to build a new school-wide plan on the teaching and learning of Israel.  An invitation was sent to a specially selected group of key teachers, at each grade level to become the core of this team. 

The invitation asked:

What do we want our students to know, understand, feel and do about Israel?  We will examine where we are, where we want to go and begin the journey to get there. 

Vavi and Abra created a professional development program with five elements:
 3 seminars with text study and discussion, each for 2.5 hours.
 2 cultural events
 financial stipend upon completion and gift of resource materials on Israel.

SEMINARS:

Each seminar took place on a weekday evening and included dinner. At each, participants studied text and focused on a big question. For example, the first seminar explored personal connections to Israel and how they have evolved over time.  Prior to the each seminar, there was required reading including The Philosopher's Retreat (available from the Israel Education Initiaitve) which outlines many of the dilemmas posed by teaching Israel in the diaspora in the 21st century. Other homework involved interviewing at least 3 colleagues; the questions asked:  "think about the last few times you were aware of Israel.  Give me one word to describe your awareness and tell me the context."  This enabled the group to get a good sense of what was going on in the hearts and minds of Emanu El teachers and students.  Seminar #2 looked at myth and reality.  Seminar #3 featured sharing of outlines for potential lessons that could be developed over the summer and taught in the next school year.

CULTURAL EVENTS:

The first was an evening with Israeli cartoonist Michel Kichka, seeing his work and hearing him talk about political cartooning in general and the specific context of working in this medium in Israel. The second was the Israeli documentary film “It’s About Time” and discussion.

PARTICIPANTS:

Ten teachers from different grade levels, ranging from two who had never been to Israel, to those who were born and lived in Israel for most of their lives.  A key aspect of this kind of professional development is that it is done with the same people over a sustained period of time so that they learn to learn from each other and hear how each addresses the same challenges.  Barriers were broken down and real communication was made possible by combining text study, personal sharing and a high level of focus on the pedagogy of Israel:  they asked not just what do I want to teach about Israel but how do I want to teach it?  Abra's big questions were:  How can Israel become integral to everything I teach and not relegated to one week of the year, around Yom Ha'atzma'ut.  How can Israel be infused into the classroom the same way that God and Torah permeate everything?

WHAT THEY LEARNED:

 Israel is much bigger than subject matter and can be made part of one's classroom all the time.
 The community at Emanu El has three categories of emphasis around Israel in its school:  the notion of peoplehood, the notion of Israel as a public Jewish space and the notion that we, as Diaspora Jews, will constantly wrestle with the challenges of reality vs. myth.
 In order to stay focused, some things need to be tossed:  for example, it's not so important for students to know that Eilat is the southernmost city in Israel. What is important is to learn how people in Eilat might celebrate Shabbat.
 Everyone learned, including teachers who were born and raised in Israel and served in the army; one Israeli-born teacher said:  "this has been an amazing experience for me to find out how Americans think about Israel and to reflect on my own relationship with the land where I was born and think of as home."

TO FIND OUT MORE:

Contact Abra Greenspan at Congregation Emanu El, 415 751-2535.

