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The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the origins 

and development of the Community Jewish Day School in 

America, a new form of education for the American Jewish 

community. It was different from earlier, single-

ideological day schools that had emerged in the early part 

of the twentieth century. This dissertation describes the 

emergence of this new form of education by looking at three 

different cities at three different times. 

What has emerged from this research is that by 1946 

Philadelphia presented its Jewish community with a four­

pronged configuration necessary to build a community Jewish 

day school. First, there existed a strong desire to 

intensively educate their children outside the home in an 

institution that could integrate both General and Judaic 

studies. Second, there was also present an ability to pay 

for private education and a sufficient population ready to 



leave the public school for a period of time. Third, 

Philadelphia in 1946 also provided a comfortable host 

environment in which Christian neighbors were doing similar 

things for their children. Fourth, the families who came 

forward were representative of varied Jewish religious 

backgrounds requiring this welcoming environment and a 

pluralistic setting. The traditional, single ideological 

school was not suitable -- the diversity of the first 

families demanded a respect for Jewish heterogeneity. 

Again in 1972 and in 1982, the demographics, cultural and 

religious needs, economic resources and hospitable 

environment merged. Numbers, a strong commitment, ability 

to pay and a comfortable host environment were all present. 

The dissertation traces the development of this unique 

trans-ideological institution by relating it to the major 

changes that have occurred within the American Jewish 

community, the world Jewish scene and in American society. 

The dissertation presents the Community Jewish Day School by 

placing it within the events and trends in the larger 

historical and social environment of the American Jewish 

community. The study further suggests that this form of 

education, in fact, is a reflection of the much larger 

pluralistic society of mid-twentieth century America. 
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Nomenclature 

From time to time in the body of this paper the words 

Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist appear. 

Sometimes they are capitalized, other times, not. Where 

they are capital ized, the writer feels they need to be for 

emphasis and clarity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the fall of 1946 the first Community Jewish Day 

School opened its doors in Philadelphia. It was communal in 

ideology espousing a mul ti-ideological approach to Jewish 

education. Its faculty and student body were drawn, by 

design, from every group in Jewish life. 1 The challenge to 

the curricular framework in such a school is to provide for 

all the major ideologies in Jewish life. Jewish pluralism, 

thus expressed, means that no one Judaic philosophy is more 

valid than another, that each philosophy of Judaism has 

distinct beauty and validity, and that one group's Jewish 

practices are as authentic as another's. 2 This 

dissertation explores the origins and development of this 

educational form as it was defined in Philadelphia and in 

two other schools in other cities over a thirty-six year 

period. This study is a story of schools in three different 

cities. It looks carefully at whether the time during which 

a particular school was founded had a bearing upon the 

community nature of the institution. 

There are no specific studies that look at the 

emergence of this educational form in 1946. Its founders 

claimed that this was a new form of Jewish education 

different from earlier ideological, especially orthodox, day 

schools that had emerged in the early part of the century 

(1910-1925). Shortly thereafter, conservative schools were 
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founded for families of conservative Jewish persuasion . 

While all of these schools aspired to the common goal of 

perpetuating Jewish identity and the Jewish religio- cultural 

heritage within American society, each had its own 

ideological approach. 3 There have been studies of these 

single-ideology Jewish institutions of learning and of other 

minority school systems. There exist an array of studies 

that look at the emergence of Catholic schools in the United 

States and elsewhere, Amish schools, non-religious 

independent schools and the public schools. This 

dissertation describes the emergence of Community Jewish Day 

Schools by looking at the origin of three such schools, 

suggests how others who have studied minority and 

alternative institutions of learning might have thought 

about them, and explores the conditions which led to their 

establishment. 

The three schools are Akiba Academy, founded in 1946 in 

Philadelphia, the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School founded 

in 1966-72 in Rockville, Maryland and the Gesher School 

founded in 1982 in Alexandria, Virginia. All three schools 

have been described in their founding documents and by the 

utterances of their leaders as being trans- ideological4 and 

pluralistic. Each of the three was chosen because of its 

unique status in Jewish education. 

Akiba was the first of its kind in this country and h a s 

always been an upper school, -- seventh through twelfth 



grades, eventually adding a sixth grade. The Charles E. 

Smith Jewish Day School is representative of a number of 

community Jewish day schools that began as Conservative day 

schools and evolved into their present, trans-ideological 

status. It is also the largest such school in the country 

with 1,027 students and 150 faculty members. The Gesher 

School, the youngest of the three (1982), opened as an 

elementary school and was a community day school from its 

inception. While there are thirty- four more community 

Jewish day schools in the United States today, the three 

chosen are representative of three different points in time 

and three different communities, although all are on the 

east coast. Further studies of this type might examine 

schools in the midwest and on the west coast. 

3 

This research examines social conditions and changes 

occurring in the twentieth century while gathering 

information from founders, original faculty, original 

students and their parents. Such specific information sheds 

light on the personal circumstances, attitudes and 

communities which prompted the creation of these 

institutions. From the founders and early parents the study 

seeks to determine patterns in occupation, economic status, 

level of religious education, religious affiliation and 

commitment, and relationship with non-Jews. Some of this is 

derived from a questionnaire; the rest of the information 

emerges from follow-up interviews. Every effort has been 



made to identify the spe cific issues to which the 

respondents were reacting at the time of t h e founding of 

the i r institutions. There is also an effort to examine the 

three schools in light of the transformation s occurring in 

the larger society that may have acted as precondi tions and 

precipit ants of change. 5 This aspect of the study is 

equally as important as the information derived from t he 

founders and students. The beginning point for the 

researcher was the suspicion that the community Jewish day 

school movement constitutes a vital chapter in the recent 

history of American civilization , and that it, in fact , 

mirrors the much larger pluralistic society of mi d -twentieth 

century America. This study may also yield information 

about American society and Jewish historical developmen t 

during a period of major historical changes that were 

reflected in changes in education. 

It is further an assumption of this study that Jewish 

education, as all forms of education, is restructured and 

assumes new meanings depending upon the prevailing historic , 

economic, social and cultural conditions. 

The study, therefore, considers the proposition tha t 

community Jewish day schools did not emerge until the 

1940's, and not in any considerable numbers until the 70's 

and SO's, because it was not until then that the idea of 

pluralism and a tolerance fo r ethnic roots had come of age 

making such schools a comfort able option for segments of the 

4 



Jewish community who heretofore would not have considered 

them as such. 

Jews in 1946 were heir to a series of educational 

traditions that existed in the Sunday school, the s ynagogue 

supplementary schools attended in the afternoons after 

public school, the orthodox day schools and Yeshivas, and 

the single ideological conservative day schools . One thing 

is now clear; the founders of Akiba Academy in 1946 in 

Philadelphia were not comfortable in any of the existing 

institutions that were then available to them. Were these 

people members of a minority seeking an alternative to the 

existing value system, much like other minorities had in the 

past? 

Statement of the Problem 

The study seeks answers to the following questions: 

1. When did the concept of the community Jewish 

day school emerge? 

2. Why did such institutions emerge? 

3. Were there precedents for such schools? 

4. Who founded them? 

s. For whom were they founded? 

6. What was happening in public education at the 

time of the founding of these Jewish community 

day schools? 

It attempts to determine why community Jewish day schools 

5 



did not emerge until the 1940's and not in any c onsiderable 

number until the 1970's and 1980's. 

Design 

In 1959 Alexander Dushkin was commissioned to i nitiate 

a study on the state of Jewish education nationally. The 

following is found in the preface to his report . 

It is generally accepted as elementary truth that 
education is as broad as life; ... A complete and 
adequate study of American Jewish education 
would, therefore, need to include all the social, 
economic, cultural and psychological factors that 
affect the entire life and growth of American 
Jews; all the historic antecedents, present 
working and future trends of these many complex 
factors. Since the school is but one of the 
elements in the education of a person, no 
real evaluation can be made of what any school 
does, without knowledge of the personality 
patterns involved and the influence upon them of 
all other educative elements - family background, 
home life, social and educational contacts, and 
the general spiritual cultural climate in the 
community. 6 

This study attempts, therefore, to look at the three 

schools by also examining some of the founding 

personalities, the families who chose to send their 

children, the homes from which those children were coming, 

the level of religious educational attainment of the parents 

and the general climate of the three communities. 

Having accepted the community day school as an 

established institution, and as reflected in its founding 

documents as both trans-ideological and pluralistic, the 

study asks how and why it came to be, what functions it 

6 
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performs, whom it serves and whom it fails to serve -- the 

kind of information one should be able to determine from a 

historical record. Each of the schools are looked a t in a 

chapter of its own (Chapters 2,3, and 4) providing 

information about the state of Jewish and public education 

at the time of the founding of the school in that particular 

city. The cities and their schools are presented as 

individual case studies looking at the community's role, if 

there was any, in the creation of the institution. 

In Alexander Dushkin's quote he cites personality 

patterns as a factor to be understood. Just as David Tyack 

and Elizabeth Hansot 7 focus on the people who created, 

managed, and reshaped the public school and on the 

transformations in the larger society that acted as 

preconditions and precipitants of change, this study seeks 

out the people who created, managed and reshaped existing 

day schools and looks for the transformations in American 

society that might have influenced those leaders. It was 

also John Higham who said that leadership focuses the 

consciousness of an ethnic group, and makes its identity 

visible, and additionally, is responsible for the creation 

of new structures. 8 

Often explanations for change lie in the 

characteristics of the groups that oppose or advance it. In 

this case it is the group that has advanced the 

establishment of this trans-ideological, community 



institution that provides the information. The l eadership 

role in this study falls to the founders of the three 

schools and sometimes the parents who took a chance i n 

sending their children to a school without a record. 

Occupational backgrounds of those founders and the schools' 

original parents, their economic positions, their 

generational status in this country, their religious 

affiliations, their needs, and the kinds of neighborhoods 

they lived in were looked at. 

Methodology 

Questionnaires 

Four questionnaires, one for founders, one for parents, 

a third for original students, and a fourth for founding 

faculty, were used to gather information about the origins 

of the schools. In the event that some of the founders and 

parents were deceased, their children were contacted to 

respond in loco parentis. It should be recognized that 

asking children for basic information about their parents 

such as occupation is not a great problem, however, there 

are limitations when one asks a child to imagine what 

his/her parents were thinking forty or fifty years ago when 

they were founding the school or registering their children 

in a new school . 

8 
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It was decided that questionnaires would be used to 

gather initial information becuase the people t o be 

contacted were spread out over three cities and not a lways 

easy to reach for an interview. The questionnaires were 

developed with the assistance of current parents and faculty 

at the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School who responded to, 

and critiqued, early samples. At their suggestion most 

open-ended questions that were part of the original 

questionaire were eliminated and simplified. A ranking 

question was added which asked the respondent to simply 

place various alternatives in order of importance. It was 

concluded that this question would not only provide 

excellent information but also create less of a problem for 

the respondent than an open- ended question. 

The respondents were asked to rank the issues on a 

continuum of one to ten; one being of highest value and ten 

the least important. In many instances issues were given 

the same ranking by respondents, i.e. they were accorded the 

same degree of importance. On several questionnaires, 

certain issues were not given a numerical ranking at all 

with the explanation that those issues had no impact 

whatsoever on the thinking of the respondent. 

The data derived from the questionnaires (found in the 

Appendix) were studied as a whole to see whether 

generational, economic and religious patterns emerge for all 

three schools. Then they also were examined with regard to 



individual schools to determine whether time and place 

played any specific role in shaping each institution. 

10 

The questions themselves derive from the information 

gleaned from the literature review. It was expected that 

the questionnaires would yield information on whether there 

existed in 1946 a greater perceived need for Jewish 

identification and continuity than previously; whether, in 

fact, there was a loss of faith in public schools; whether 

interest in day schools was based on dissatisfaction with 

respondents' own religious education; whether affiliation 

with the school was a need for expression of religion; and 

whether family circumstances (occupation) demanded a longer 

school day for children. 

Interviews 

Where possible, meetings with founders, parents and 

students were attempted in the expectation that such 

meetings would enhance the qualitative aspects of the survey 

and further clarify their motivations. 

It is important to note that founders alone cannot 

present the entire story; the time and place in which they 

function is also very important. They were creating and 

establishing new institutions, but they were n6t doing so 

without "circumstances directly encountered, given, and 

transmitted from the past." 9 Descriptions of the 

geographic areas where the schools were located, including 
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Jewish population and d e mographic stat i stics at the time of 

the founding of the institutions, were incl uded . Looking a t 

the broader picture of each city, their Federati ons of 

Jewish Philanthropies (main fundraising organs in each city 

for local institutional building and assistance t o Israel), 

boards of educations and pre- existing schools, p r ovid e the 

background for each school . 

Limitations 

Unfortunately, there are relatively few founders, 

particularly representing the Akiba Hebrew Academy which was 

founded in 1946, still alive today. With the exception of 

three Akiba leaders, only one of whom actually responded for 

himself while the other two were responded for by their 

children, the remainder are deceased with no available 

families to contact. The author of this research found it 

necessary to rely heavily on the children of founders and 

secondary sources (in the case of Akiba particularly on 

Louis Newman, Solomon Grayzel, noted historians, and Saula 

Rubenz Waldman, an original student who wrote her own 

historical analysis 10 of the founding of Akiba). 

Going to the sources for this research meant not only 

locating founders, original parents and students, and 

faculties of the three schools, but also asking them to 

recall their perceptions and reas ons for becoming part of 

the establishment of their respe ctive c ommunity Jewish d a y 
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schools. In the case of Akiba, not only the majority of 

founders, but also most faculty and parents, are either 

deceased or no longer able to respond. As is often the case 

with students, locating them became a difficult problem. 

Alumni files are not always up to date and some former 

students have chosen not to remain on their school's mailing 

lists. 

Of the twenty-one original families who sent their 

children to Akiba in September of 1946, fourteen were 

located and contacted, but only six parents, and/or their 

children in loco parentis, responded to the questionnaire. 

Of the twenty-one students, two are deceased, seventeen were 

contacted and twelve responded. Of the five faculty 

contacted, three responded. 

The author has relied on those who chose to respond 

and this is a limitation that emerges. It must, therefore, 

be considered that those who chose not to respond may be 

different from those who did respond. They may be of other 

economic status; they may or may not be involved in the 

mainstream of Jewish life today and may be reluctant to 

respond. 

The numbers of respondents from both the Charles E. 

Smith Jewish Day School and Gesher School are also small, 

not so much because of death or old- age, but more because of 

the small number of people initially involved in the 

founding of the schools. Whereas every founding member of 
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Gesher's board responded, there were only s ix founde r s, and 

in spite of the difficul t ies encountered and the pauc i ty of 

r espondents, the author of the research chose t o present the 

data with the knowledge that the common themes that emerge 

may be somehow biased. 

Another potential limitation to the study that must be 

considered is the fact that the author of this research is 

currently the principal of the Lower School a t the Charles 

E. Smith Jewish Day School and a l s o served as a consultant 

for the development of curriculum during the first year of 

the Gesher School. 

Historical Analysis 

The transformation from a single-ideological to a 

multi-ideological institution did not happen all a t once . 

Insight into the purpose of the community Jewis h da y school 

institution requires an appreciation of the historica l 

development of the Jewish day school and Talmud Tora h 

education in America. In order to recover the o r igins of 

the three community Jewish d a y schools, the study, 

therefore, briefly surveys the 200-year history of struggle 

and strain for Jews in America in Chapter One. Tha t c hapte r 

(Chapter One) also includes a n acce pted def i nition fo r a 

community school and the status of the s e schools today . 

Chapter One also provides a l i t e r a tur e revie w looking 

specifically at how others have researched o r igins o f 
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educational forms and what Jewish educators have said about 

the history of Jewish education in this country . Chapters 

Two, Three and Four provide historical settings for the 

Akiba Academy, the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School and 

Gesher School. Chapter Five draws conclusions based on the 

information retrieved from the questionnaires, from 

interviews and from the literature review. 
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Although this study focuses on the emergence of the 

Community Jewish Day School in the second half of the 

twentieth century, such an examination cannot responsibly 

begin without a brief narrative of Jewish education in 

America. The concept of Jewish Day School is not indigenous 

to the twentieth century but has actually had a longer 

history in the United States. Its emergence, disappearance 

and re-emergence follows an interesting cycle which 

interacts with the public school movement from time to time 

and with successive moves of immigrants to this country. 

As early as 1755 a Jewish Day School existed in the New 

World when Congregation Sheareth Israel in New York city 

established a "public school'' to teach both Hebrew and 

secular subjects to the children of early Spanish and 

Portuguese settlers. This school continued with some few 

interruptions until the occupation of New York by the 

British, when most of the Jewish community fled to 

Philadelphia. 1 

While the school itself no longer exists today, the 

Congregation of Shearith Israel does continue as the Spanish 

and Portuguese Synagogue of New York City. From 1808 until 
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1821, the school was once again operating as a day school, 

teaching Hebrew and English subjects. Students attende d 

classes twelve months a year, six days a week from 9-5 with 

a two-hour recess. The curriculum included Hebrew, the 

prayer book and Bible, but the largest part was devot ed to 

secular subjects -- English, Spanish, math, spelling, 

literature and history. Maintenance of the school came from 

tuition and a subsidy from the congregation. This enabled 

poor children of the community to attend for free. 2 

Thereafter, until the Civil War, it became a supplementary 

school, since for their secular education, the pupils went 

to private, and later public, school, attending the 

religious school program after regular class hours. 

It is evident from the brief historical synopsis of 

Sheareth Israel that the Jewish day school emerged in the 

presence of two vital factors: a critical mass of Jews in 

the locale, accompanied by a critical amount of solidarity, 

or commitment to preserve heritage. "Faith and market" were 

both strong enough to intersect and demand the institution 

meet their needs. It is also evident that as soon as 

commitment and cultural needs changed, the community sought 

alternate vehicles for educating its youngsters. The 

private (non-religious) and public schools became popular, 

with religious education reserved for afternoon school. It 

will be important in looking at the twentieth century to 

plot the tension between demographics , cultural and 



religious need, and economic resources and note if where 

they meet in time, a Jewish Day School emerges . 

19 

Yeshiva Israel School and Synagogue was dedicated at 

Newport, Rhode Island on December 2, 1763. Its educa tional 

program assumed primary importance and included both the 

secular and religious education of the Jewish children. The 

teachers were required to be competent to teach not only 

Hebrew but also English, Dutch, and Spanish. However, in 

October 1822 the last Jew left Newport for New York, and 

with the demise of the community there, the school closed.3 

The Synagogue schools of the colonial period were 

similar to the schools sponsored by the Protestant and 

Catholic churches at the time. Enrollments at such Jewish 

all-day schools reached a peak, before dropping off in the 

mid-nineteenth century when in New York eight hundred and 

fifty-seven pupils were taught in seven schools by thirty­

five teachers. 4 The popularity of these institutions is 

attributed to a similar popularity of Christian private 

schools, and they were intended for the children of the 

rich. 5 Apparently Jews became comfortable educating their 

children in an openly religious school when others did the 

same. 

Initially, public education was limited, and because it 

was of questionable quality6 it was available mainly for 

the poor. Not until the quality of public education 

improved did public schools loom as a threat to private, 
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religious education . As l egislation aft er 185 0 began to 

favor state, rather than church, control of s c hools and as 

confidence in public education increased, religious al l -day 

schools, Jewish and some non-Jewish, began to decl ine. In 

time, sectarian groups were prevented from obta in i ng public 

funds to establish and maintain their own religious , 

educational institutions. 7 

A second wave of Jewish migration came from Ger ma ny in 

three distinct groups at three separate times . The fi r st 

group came after the period of rea ction and absolutism which 

followed the fall of Napoleon in 1815. These J e ws c a me not 

just as individuals, but in orga nized groups from Germany . 

They were mostly from small t owns, poor and cultura lly 

limited. Lacking capital and skill s , many of these peopl e 

lived in America as peddlers sprea d i ng out across the south 

and midwest, gradually settling down in a multitude of 

American towns. Educating the ir children in a Jewi sh school 

could not have been uppermost on the ir minds; even i f the y 

had wanted to do so they could not h a ve afforded it. 8 

Prospering economically had to h a ve b e en a priority. 

A second, more educated and a f f luent group of German 

Jews arrived after 1848. Thes e Jews had par ticipated in, 

and supported, the German democ rati c r evolution of 184 8. 

When that revolution failed, the se Germa ns h a d to f lee as 

political exiles. Many of the Ge rma n Jews arriving in th is 

second group brought with them a ne w ideology of Juda i s m, 
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Reform Judaism. 9 This group also was concerned with 

adapting to a new environment and certainly not with 

encouraging its membership to preserve a heritage that they 

considered outmoded. 

In one congregation after another, changes of a 
far-reaching sort were introduced: the length of 
the service was sharply curtailed; the traditional 
prayers for the return to Zion and restoration of 
the Temple and of the Davidic monarchy were 
dropped; references to the resurrection of the 
dead were eliminated; organ music was introduced; 
English replaced Hebrew as the primary 
language of prayer; the traditional segregation of 
the sexes was abolished, so that men and women sat 
together in family pews; and regulations were 
passed prohibiting male worshippers from wearing 
prayer shawls and hats. 10 

Although they could have afforded private schooling, 

they were not committed to Jewish day school education. 

This resulted in other, less intense forms of education for 

their children. They, experimented with different patterns 

of Jewish schooling. 11 Among these were the Jewish 

Sabbath, or Sunday School, which provided religious 

instruction only once a week with their children sitting in 

public school classrooms for General Studies with their 

American neighbors five days a week. 

A third group of German Jews arrived several years 

later with a very different commitment to preserving their 

heritage. These immigrants, not having been exposed to 

Reform Judaism while still in Germany, were shocked by the 

laxity in religious observance they encountered in America. 
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They turned for a solution to the day school concept . This 

group remained in the big cities: Philadelphia , Chicago, 

Cincinnati and New York where the few day school s that 

remained were attached to synagogues. A special school 

committee at each synagogue supervised the school, collected 

tuition, hired teachers, and determined curriculum. Leading 

members of the congregation usually served on the committee, 

and they visited the school constantly to test students and 

observe teachers. The program of Jewish studies was the 

traditional one, but generally the program was weighted in 

favor of secular studies. These schools remained until the 

public school became too important a factor to compete with, 

particularly after the public school eliminated Christian 

texts from the curriculum. 12 

By 1872 the entire system of Jewish all-day schools had 

collapsed. Aside from the problems of poor discipline, lack 

of good teachers and the financial difficulties of these 

all-day schools, the parochial type of education suffered 

from ideological dissent from within the Jewish community. 

Although the orthodox German Jews had favored the all-day 

school and regretted its disappearance, others, particularly 

the Reform Jews, were outspoken in their opposition to it . 

Fear was often expressed that Jews were erecting a wall 

between themselves and the Gentile community by maintaining 

these schools. The anti-sectarian movement had gripped the 

J , 13 ews of America. 
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By 1880 not many of the descendants o f the early 18 t h 

century American Jews still adhered to the ten e t s o f 

Judaism . Inter-marriage and the conversion to Chris tianity 

made for a thinning of the ranks of these early Jews . 14 

They felt little need for an all - day school, where English 

and Hebrew subjects would be taught. Some even began 

registering their children in Christian "Institutes" o r 

"Academies" as their neighbors were doing . In most of t hese 

private schools the purpose of instruction was the 

inculcation of Christianity . Others also sent thei r 

children to the popular public schools . 15 

Meanwhile Jews from other countries continued to enter 

the United States. The largest influx of Jewish immi grants 

to this country came with the Eastern European or Russi a n 

migration. Politically discriminated against in Poland a nd 

Russia, pressured by economic misery, and subj e cted to the 

blood libels and terrors of the pogroms , nearly one million 

Jewish immigrants reached the United States between 1881-

1905. 16 

These immigrants had come from countries where Jewish 

learning was universal. In the United States, howeve r, as a 

symbol of their freedom, they i mmediately enrolled thei r 

children in the public schools, and under the stress of 

economic and social conditions , the y were often f orced to 

neglect the Jewish education of their children. They could 

not afford a full - scale day s c hool s ystem. In addition, 



Americanization and the ideology of the "melting pot" 

operated against the establishment of a separate syste m. 17 
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New York City was the largest recipient of these masses 

of immigrants. Its schools were different from the schools 

in Russia that the immigrants had known. New York schools 

were free and nonsectarian and this inspired confidence in 

the public schools of New York City: Jewish children 

learned quickly that the important school was the public one 

and the heder or supplemental one was the secondary one.18 

These immigrants never doubted their cultural 

continuity; they simply assumed it and never thought about 

its demise. Consequently, Jewish educators sought to 

develop an educational system that would meet popular needs. 

Jewish supplemental schools "would preserve Jewish 

life .... without interfering with America's cherished plan of 

common schools. 1119 As a result, most children who attended 

Jewish schools in the early decades of the twentieth century 

went to supplemental schools . Only a small percentage 

attended a Jewish parochial school for the entire day, 

generally termed Yeshiva, and then it was usually only the 

male children of the most religious families. 

A group of those supplemental schools, known as Talmud 

Torahs, was established early in the century as schools for 

the entire Jewish community. This tradition of serving the 

children of a community emanated from the shtetls of eastern 

Europe where communal tradition was very strong. 
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Educationally and religiously, these schools stressed not 

exclusive and conflicting loyalties, but an inclusive 

multiplicity of loyalties. 20 Talmud Torahs offered daily 

instruction opening their doors at 9:00 a.m. for children 

too young to attend public school. Children in public 

schools until 3:00 p.m. attended Talmud Torahs from 3:30-

8:00 p.m. Poor children attended free of charge, while the 

neediest also received clothing and shoes. 21 

Most Jews at this time were not comfortable with the 

concept of yeshiva education in America. 22 They did not 

believe that such an education was representative enough of 

the American way of life. They nevertheless continued to 

view the community as being responsible for Jewish education 

and were most comfortable with a supplemental school 

network. Samson Benderly, a young Jewish educator, emerged 

as a leading spokesperson for this movement. Through his 

leadership and advocacy, the Talmud Torah grew in importance 

and moved to the top of many communities' financial 

agenda. 23 Throughout his career he worked to funnel all 

communal funds to the advancement of the Talmud Torah which 

he considered to be the least identifiable ideological 

school, therefore, serving the most varied elements in the 

community and deserving of its funding. 24 

While the immigrants were prepared to have their 

children Americanized, they were uneasy with what they 

believed was a loss of identity . They looked to the Talmud 
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Torah as an acceptable way of combating this situation . As 

time went by, however, social mobility emerged more and mor e 

as their all-consuming goal, and they came close to 

accepting themselves as a discarded generation as the price 

to be paid. 25 

Within a brief few years, a small minority of Jews 

began to find that the Talmud Torah was not satisfactory . 

They were concerned that the Talmud Torah would not stern the 

tide of an assimilation they were beginning to experience26 

and they turned once again to the concept of an all-day 

school. 

It was from the Orthodox community that this movement 

re-emerged and, therefore, this community monopolized the 

earliest Jewish Day Schools of the twentieth century. The 

first Yeshiva, Etz Chaim Talrnudical Academy, was founded in 

1887 under the auspices of several East European immigrants 

with eighty students in attendance from 9:00 a.rn. to 7:00 

p.rn. The day was spent in Hebrew and classical Jewish 

studies while evening hours were allocated for secular 

English classes. 

Ten years later, in 1897, the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan 

Theological Seminary in New York City offering advanced 

classes in Talmud and related Rabbinic literature was 

established. In 1915 the two schools merged creating the 

first Jewish All-Day High School in America. In 1919 the 

Board of Regents of the University of the State of New York 
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registered it as an accredited high school . 27 

This group and their Yeshivot served a small mino r i t y 

of Jews. The majority, as described earlier, rema ined 

determined to adapt completely to American society . Even 

among some orthodox Jews, there was a belief that they 

provided enough of an education in the confines of their 

homes to maintain the Jewish identity. For most Jews t his 

did not change until after World War I when more ort hodox 

Jews came to view the supplementary system as inadequa te and 

conceded that they needed more than the home. By 1939 

thirty-two orthodox day schools were teaching 7,000 pupils 

and the American Association for Jewish Education was 

organized. Nineteen thirty- seven and 1938 were very 

significant years in that day schools not only began to 

proliferate in New York City but also opened their doors 

outside of New York City on Long Island, and in New Jersey; 

they were all, however, Orthodox schools. 

In 1940 there were thirty- five day schools with 7,700 

pupils. Just ten years later in 1950 there were 139 schools 

enrolling 55,000 students, and by 1964 65,000 students were 

in attendance at 306 schools . 

The end of World War II brought with it the 

disintegration of the old Jewish neighborhoods in many 

cities and simultaneously saw the rise of "Jewish Suburbia" 

and a great movement of population from major eastern cities 

to smaller, less populous centers a l l ove r the United 



States. This dealt a major blow to the Talmud Torah 

movement which lost its constituency of supporters and 

students to the suburbs. For several years nothing 

resembling the communal aspect of the Talmud Torah was in 

existence. During the mass moves to suburbia, Judaism 
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became primarily associational, with affiliation based on 

synagogue membership. At this time, the synagogue, not the 

community, assumed the total responsibility for its members' 

education, with the synagogue- centered school replacing the 

earlier educational pluralism of the communal Talmud Torah. 

For a time Jewish supplemental schools became predominantly 

local, single ideology, synagogue institutions. 28 

In 19 79 a survey of Jewish day school population in 

this country revealed 90,675 children in attendance. By 

then both the day schools and the synagogue schools had 

taken away all enrollments from the Talmud Torahs. Of the 

306 schools counted in 1979 not all were Orthodox; some were 

also Conservative emanating from the Solomon Schechter 

movement. Each of these schools continued within its own 

ideological approach. 

Definions of orthodox, Conservative, Reform 
and Reconstructionist Judaism 

The goal of the orthodox school emphasized the 

theocentric aspect of life's dramas. Its objectives 

included the concepts that the worldwide community of Israel 
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is one and the goal of an education must lead to good 

deeds. 29 The Conservative viewpoint saw the primary aim of 

the school as creating an "irrevocable identificat ion'' with 

the Jewish people rather than with the basic rituals o f 

Judaism. Conservative Judaism tries to adapt ancient ritual 

to modern times. 30 The Reform goal for the school was to 

create a Jew whose Judaism is inseparable from his own self 

identity by creating an internal personal commitment to 

Judaism. 31 As opposed to Orthodoxy, Reform Judaism while 

continuing to stress the ethical concepts of Judaism, does 

not follow the traditional practices of Orthodox Jewry. The 

Reconstructionists viewed the school's function and aim as 

the way to get the children to participate in the totality 

of Jewish life. 2 

In viewing the numerical explosion of day school 

enrollments, one is confronted with a geographic spread. 

While in 1940 day schools existed in six communities in four 

states and two Canadian provinces, 1964's map is dotted with 

day schools in one-hundred seventeen communities in twenty­

nine states and five Canadian provinces. The gradual 

disintegration of densely populated urban Jewish sectors, 

the shift of Jewish population from older, established urban 

areas to new ones, and the rise of suburbia with growing 

concentrations of Jewish population are relevant changes. 

Suddenly finding themselves in a new and strange 

environment, the former urbanites experienced a strong need 



30 

for identification and belonging. 33 

It is among day school enrollments beginning in the 

1940's and 50's that we suddenly see the philosophy of the 

earlier communal Talmud Torah re-emerge in the Community 

Jewish Day School. This constituency felt a need to 

identify and belong, but they were not all Orthodox. Nor 

were they necessarily Conservative. Since 1948 and the 

establishment of the state of Israel, a sense of 

cohesiveness had been growing among Jews of all religious 

denominations. This cooperative spirit was raised to even 

greater heights in 1967 during the Six Day War when a 

concern emerged for the security and survival of the Jewish 

people in America among Reform Jewish leaders. At this same 

time the Reform movement began questioning its tradition of 

educational separation in congregational (supplementary) 

schools along denominational lines and exploring the idea of 

a "pooling of community resources, a sharing of experiences, 

advice and equipment ... regardless of ideological 

affiliation."¼ 

As of 1978 there were approximately 6,000,000 Jews in 

America with varying degrees of commitment to Jewish life. 

Jews, in no other country at no other time, had ever before 

experienced such unprecedented human, social, and cultural 

openness, nor had they ever been confronted with such 

powerful challenges to their value system. Tradition and 

communal constraints had lost much of their authority. In 
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t h e American context of freedom, choice, democracy and 

i nd ividualism, people defined "Jewishness" in their own way 

a nd jo ined or created Jewish lifestyles, institutions, and 

affi l i ations which expressed their individual values. 

For some of them commitment invariably included 
some measure of ritual practice and religious 
observance. Others considered themselves totally 
committed to Jewish life although they were 
personally agnostic and considered ritual an 
outmoded form of human expression. They expressed 
their commitments instead by visits and financial 
help to Israel, participation in the life of their 
local Jewish communities, and belonging to Jewish 
organizations, having Jewish friends and marrying 
within the Jewish community ... 
Among the Jews who have some kind of commitment or 
relationship with the religious dimension of 
Judaism or its institutional expression, there are 
clear divisions expressing a variety of ways of 
thinking about and practicing Judaism. 35 

The Community Jewish Day School is a new approach to 

Jewish education that Dr. David Shluker, Director of the 

Jew i s h Education Service of North America's Department of 

Commun i ty Consultation and Planning, refers to as trans­

ideo l ogical.36 In such a school, orthodox liturgy becomes 

famil iar to the Reform Jewish child and Reconstructionist 

practi ces are introduced to the Conservative child. Such a 

tra n s - i deological philosophy is most appropriate for a 

sch oo l whose student body comes from homes of varying 

re l igious ideologies. All aspects of life, structure, 

teach i ng and activities at the school reflect the 

Plura l i stic makeup of the broader community. Faculty are, 

therefore, recruited from different seminaries and 
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denominations so that the staff will reflect the pluralistic 

role models that make up the broader Jewish community. 

The pluralism within that broad Jewish community 

implies a willingness to look for shared values and goals 

and indicates an appreciation of the positive motives of 

each group. Pluralism conceptualized in this way dictates a 

commitment to seeking creative solutions to common problems. 

In this view, persons are obliged to develop and utilize 

strategies and approaches that narrow differences or reduce 

conflict, within the parameters of each group's principled 

positions. Within such a context, Michael Zuckerman 

delivers a powerful message for life in the twentieth 

century: 

At home and abroad, issues decisive, not merely 
for politics but also for the very fate of man 
hinge on how we get on with others from whom we 
differ. In many ways, this is the one momentous 
issue by which modern man will be judged.37 

The question of how to transmit a meaningful, positive 

attachment to a particular vision of Judaism (a 

denominational loyalty), while inculcating a commitment to 

the larger unity and totality of the Jewish people becomes a 

very important matter; how to best teach about other Jews 

and movements with understanding, respect, and love, without 

confusing our children.~ 

This study attempts to determine whether the Community 

Jewish Day school is a beginning effort to answer this need 

Which arose out of the unique pluralistic, American society 



in which Jews found themselves living in 1946 and 

thereafter. 

Literature Review 

This section looks at precedents of traditions which 

can shed light on the origins of Community Jewish Day 

Schools and which already exist in the writing of 

educational historians, ethnic researchers, sociologists, 

and scholars of Jewish history. The word, "community," is 

what distinguishes this institution from other Jewish day 

schools and its use as a descriptor compels one to look at 

its meaning and significance in relation to the school . 

The Concept of Community 

According to Thomas Bender, community, which has 

assumed many structural forms in the past, is best defined 

as a network of social relations marked by mutuality and 

emotional bonds. While he cites the New England town as an 

example of community, he does not accept it as a definition 

of community. The logical conclusion to be drawn from 

Bender's premise is that a family, a neighborhood, a group 

of friends or a class can be a community without providing a 

definition of the concept. One must, therefore, keep an 

open mind toward the various structural forms that might 

contain community, but know that a definition of community 

must, then, be independent of particular structures. 39 

33 
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Martin Buber wrote: "A real community need not consist 

of people who are perpetually together; but it must consist 

of people who, precisely because they are comrades, have 

mutual access to one another and are ready for one 

another. u 4o None of the thirty-seven schools belonging to 

the national group of Community Jewish Day Schools of 

America serve a single territorial area or local 

constituency. In fact, children travel daily from distances 

that cause them to ride on buses and in cars for an hour or 

more in many instances. The kind of "community" alluded to 

here is obviously not the New England type of community or 

the community that early twentieth century immigrants knew 

in the ghetto of New York's lower East Side. Thomas Bender 

urges us to seek out "new images of community based upon an 

historical notion of continued transformation. u 41 

Compatible with Bender's explanations of 

transformations of the community rather than its demise or 

disappearance is his view of the capacity of the family to 

socialize the child. He maintains that this capacity did 

not change, but the society that the children would be 

entering had indeed undergone massive changes. The school 

was, therefore, needed to supplement the family. Its role 

was not to take over the family's educational functions, but 

rather to perform new ones that the family could not. The 

family taught children about community, while school 

introduced them to society. 42 
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Whereas in the nineteen-twenties and thirties 

personally and privately Judaism may have been withe ring , 

Jewishness in the neighborhood was flourishing and the 

family was satisfied. As long as Jews lived in crowded 

settlements with little contact with either native Ameri cans 

or other immigrant groups, they were able to ignore the new 

American environment. 43 The family still had confidence i n 

itself to transmit that old-world Jewish culture, or 

Yiddishkeit (Jewishness), as it was called. Families 

surrounded themselves with other Jewish families, their 

streets reflected the insides of their homes and while they 

were climbing the ladder of Americanization and breaking 

into higher financial strata, they were sending their 

children to public schools with everyone else and were 

thrilled that they were permitted to do so. 

Because of the intensity of their desire to 
see their children rise above their own social 
and economic status, some parents were even 
willing to wit~stand humil~atio~ if they thought 
it would contribute to their children's upward 
mobility . « 

But with the passage of time Charles Silberman's 

historical study returns the reader to Bender's analysis of 

the child for the new society they were encountering. 

When your street counting both sides has 
twenty houses, twenty families, and only 
one other than your own is Jewish, you 
wonder and worry. How will that child 
know that he is Jewish and what it is to 
be a Jew? So we look about the house and 
take inventory. My wife doesn't bench 



lecht (recite blessing over the Sabbath 
candles), and I don't own a tallis 
(prayer shawl). The mezzuzah is gone 
from the door. In the city there was 
always one left from tenant to tenant. 
So outside of our telling him so, and the 
occasional Jewish meichel (food), how 
will he know? (as quoted by Silberman 
from an essay by H. Gersh in 1954) 

It was a question most Jewish parents 
asked .... A feeling of Judaism could not 
easily be transmitted to the children, 
for it was the unconscious product of the 
old extended family system, as well as of 
the old ethnic neighborhoods. When I was 
growing up, for example, we lived within 
walking distance of seven of my mother's 
eight brothers and sisters and all four 
of my father's siblings. It was taken 
for granted that Saturday afternoons 
would be spent visiting grandparents, 
great-aunts and great-uncles, and 
assorted other relatives. By the time my 
children were born, however, family 
members were scattered throughout the New 
York metropolitan area. In short, the 
extended family system and the old 
neighborhoods disappeared together as 
family members began to go their separate 
ways in a social and psychological, as 
well as a geographic sense. 45 

Educational Historians and Sociologists 

The theme of Family 

There exists a group of historians who explore early 

educational history by also focusing on the theme of family 

transformation as an explanation for the emerging public 

educational effort. Those studying the American colonial 

period, Bernard Bailyn and Michael Zuckerman as examples, 

link the emergence of school to a transformation in the 

functions of families as educational institutions and 

36 
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helpers of social order. In contrast to Bender's theory, 

early colonials reacted to what they perceived as a growing 

incapacity of families to manage children effectively as 

they began to establish schools to complement, if not to 

strengthen, the educational hand of New England families. 

In an attempt to maintain order and stability they vested 

schools with educational missions that once belonged 

entirely to the family -- teaching children to read and 

write, preparing them for labor, forming their manners and 

morals, securing their loyalty, compelling obedience. The 

emergence of schools for this group represented new 

structures of authority for children. These historians 

would likely link the emergence of the Community Jewish Day 

School with an incapacity of the family to remain the 

transmitter of the heritage. Silberman also provides an 

argument for this group of researchers pointing out that 

suburban parents during post-World War II had little or no 

religious education themselves (when they lived in the old 

neighborhood), and as a result they were too ignorant of 

Judaism to answer their children's questions now. 46 

Those same Jewish children were in constant contact 

with non-Jewish children at play and in school and their 

parents believed that they needed to understand what makes 

them different and to develop positive feelings about their 

Jewishness.u 

Silberman provides strong arguments to support both 



Bender and Bailyn. It seems, at this point, of little 

consequence whether the family was incapable or whether 

social conditions were experiencing transformations that 

rendered the family inadequate as the sole transmitter of 

Jewish identity. Circumstances demanded change. Jacob 

Neusner couched the issue in the following terms: 

The commandments, which set our conduct of 
life apart from that of others, were intended, 
we are taught, to purify the heart of man, not 
to preserve the Jewish people or to insure the 
persistence of a special way of life. But for 
our place and time what was central has become 
peripheral (purification process), and what 
was once the obvious and almost irrelevant by­
product (preservation) has become the heart of 
the matter. 48 

For Jews the issue of education being exclusive or 

communal (inclusive) is not new. In the first century 
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Rabban Gamaliel II declared that his school was open only to 

the kind of student whose "inside was like his outside," 

i.e. who combined proficiency in scholarship with good 

character and moral integrity. On the other hand, Rabbi 

Elazar ben Azaryah, a fellow scholar disagreed with this 

selective exclusionist formula and urged that all who desire 

to enter upon the study of Torah should be readily admitted. 

As he put it, "Torah is the property of the entire people. 

Who is to say who can benefit from the study of Torah and 

who cannot. 1149 

The school of Rabban Gamaliel closed; the community 
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school of ben Azaryah survived. Although this does not 

prove one wrong and the other correct, one should note that 

some nineteen-hundred years ago, the concept of a school 

serving the entire community was the popular one. 

Catholic Parochial Schools in the United States 

This study would hardly be complete without looking at 

James W. Sanders' study of the Catholic educational 

enterprise in this country, a system preceding the Community 

Jewish Day School. It bears careful scrutiny since it, too, 

involves a minority system. Sanders looks at the emergence 

of the Catholic school system in an urban context. He views 

Catholic education in its many relationships to the total 

urban scene. This resulted in a look at the general 

social, political and economic climate in Chicago. He noted 

the city's growth and its prosperity which overflowed to the 

Catholics in the 1920's as a factor in the establishment of 

the Catholic school system. 50 

Sanders also cites the conflict with, and suspicion f 
0 ' 

public schooling as a catalyst to the development of 

Catholic education. Protestant control of the public 

schools constituted a major factor. Without the public 

school as enemy, Sanders feels the Catholic system would 

never have been founded on such a grand scale. He makes 

this argument potent by pointing out that where public 

schools were run and staffed by Catholics, parochial schools 
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did not flourish to the same degree. 51 

Sanders touches upon what this study refers to as the 

"immigrant factor'' as an issue not to be glossed over 

lightly. To those for whom Americanization meant the 

desired obliteration of cultural differences brought f rom 

Europe, the ethnic Catholic school could only be seen as 

divisive. But for those Catholics who saw Americanization 

as a fusion of diverse cultural strands into a new social 

whole, the Catholic school would be a logical vehicle to 

ease the immigrant's transition from the old world to the 

new. 52 Moreover the Catholic church's early ethnic policy, 

of providing its parishes with priests of their own 

nationality and parish schools with their own sisters who 

taught in their own national tongue, helped cement the early 

immigrant's loyalty to church and school. 

A unique aspect to Sanders' study is that of its 

limitation to Chicago. In the rest of America not every 

diocese developed an educational program comparable to that 

Which emerged in Chicago. And, in 1929, in spite of Pope 

Pius XI's strong encyclical mandating religious schooling on 

the world's catholics, even Chicago's Catholic schools 

recorded their first enrollment loss. To Sanders, this 

evidence indicated the pressure of economic and social 

forces -- extreme financial hardship during the Depression 

forced many catholic parents to remove their children from 

Parochial schools. 53 Certainly all institutions should be 
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examined in light of the economic and social forces 

surrounding their clientele. It will be important for this 

study also to focus on the ability of the Jewish people to 

establish and sustain an educational institution where 

tuition provides the largest part of the revenue. Sanders 

provides this direction for research as well as that of 

examining the public schools' role in the life of the Jewish 

immigrant. At no time was the public school considered by 

the Jews the common enemy against which to rally, as it was 

by the Catholics. 54 There did come a time, however, when 

there emerged a disenchantment with the quality of education 

provided by the public school, which is cited by some of the 

Jewish historians to be examined later on in this study. 

In the light of his own interpretations of the catholic 

School movement, one could derive that Sanders might view 

the emergence of the Community Jewish Day School in the 

1940 1 s as a direct result of an ability to support the 

institution. He might also conclude that it would be a 

result of a migrant group seeking a comfortable transition 

from the ghetto of the Lower East side of New York City (or 

cities of heavily populated Jewish communities) to suburbia, 

much like the catholic immigrant seeking an easy transition 

from the old world to the new. As Sanders cites the 

mistrust of the catholics with regard to the public school, 

he probably would not overlook the loss of faith on the part 

of Jewish parents in the American public school. 
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For Sanders, it is always important to discus s Catholic 

schooling in the total context of American society, t o place 

the development of Catholic schools within the mainstream o f 

American educational history. This focus of his becomes a n 

important direction for researching the trans-ideological 

Jewish day school. 

Other historians have embedded educational institutions 

in traditions similar to those of Sa nders. Private schools 

had emerged in the absence of alternatives as early as the 

colonial period. According to R. Freeman Butts, in response 

to the pressures of the newer immigrant groups, colonial 

governments allowed the development of a variety of private 

sectarian religious schools, each supported and promoted by 

the voluntary effort of the various religious 

denominations. 55 Not until after the Revolution, and 

really not until the period of 1820 - 1850, did a reversal 

of attitudes occur. It was not until then that the 

government sought to transform education as part of the 

larger political transformation -- to make it public where 

it had been private; to make it uniformly republican where 

it had been ideologically pluralistic -- when state 

responsibility for education was propos ed as the best way to 

develop a common school for all . 

The idea of a common school was strengthened and gained 

momentum as a result of Horace Mann' s visits to Prussia , 

where the movement for nationa l educa tion had origina ted 
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earlier in the nineteenth c entury . Mann returned with 

glowing reports about the Prussian system . Such a nat ional 

system never developed here since education in Amer ica was 

not viewed as the responsibility of the national government . 

The multiplicity of denominations also made it difficult t o 

adopt the Prussian model. 

In the 1830's, however, public education became a n 

important issue not only for the progressive Jacksonian 

Democrats, but also for the wealthy conservatives who saw 

public education as one means to struggle against social 

disintegration. 

The so-called masses (many of them immigrants) 
were often perceived as a danger for both soci~l 
order and progress and not compatible with American 
republicanism. An important factor which brought 
about the movement toward public and universal 
education was the urgent need of the wealthy 
ruling classes to train the poor in the disciplines 
of punctuality and obedience, so necessary for 

. . d t 56 workers 1n 1n us ry . 

Eventually the states and local school districts did 

assume responsibility for educating the young. From then on 

Carper and Hunt suggest that at various times in its 

history, pluralistic America, while offering vast economic 

possibilities and freedoms, has also been viewed as a threat 

to the traditions of some ethnic minority groups and 

religious sects with regard to educating their young. Just 

as Sanders viewed the Catholic school s ystem as a response 

to a contradictory religious environment and a distrust of 



the public schools, so, too, do Carper and Hunt view the 

Catholic, Seventh Day Adventist and Amish schools as 

responses to hostile educational environments. 57 
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Patrica Lines' research agrees with this thinking. She 

points out that when the public school's values were 

Protestant, a vigorous Roman Catholic school system emerged. 

Speaking of the current situation she asserts that public 

schools devoid of strong values curriculum have had the 

effect of promoting the flourishing of a strong Protestant 

private school movement. 58 Following the line of reasoning 

of Sanders, Butts, and Lines, one is tempted to see the 

Community Jewish Day School in a school of alternatives as a 

response to a hostile educational environment or as a more 

comfortable option. 

Again, as Sanders interprets the Catholic school as a 

comfortable haven for the Catholic immigrant once he could 

afford to send his child there, so, too, does Oscar Handlin 

discover a significant pattern of an incredible upward 

mobility for Jews as the nineteenth century closes. Each 

new immigrant group, as it came, pushed upward the level of 

those who immediately preceded, and was in turn pushed 

upward by its successors. This process of upward movement 

Produced a fluidity in our social system virtually unknown 

at any other place or time. 59 This pattern of upward 

mobility for Jews may provide some parallels with the 

Prosperity which overflowed to the Catholics in Chicago. In 



both cases, an ability to pay tuition was present enabling 

the establishment of a private enterprise. This was in 

sharp contrast to many earlier Jewish immigrants who were 

struggling to emerge from the "proletariat" and for whom 

only a secular education seemed exciting. 

This pattern also emerges in the writings of w. Lloyd 

Warner who points out that the sons and daughters of the 

Jewish immigrants also took advantage of the mobility of 

American society. 

Unlike other immigrants, Jewish parents were 
passionately concerned with giving their children 
an education. Equipped with language and 
knowledge, this group passed quickly out of the 
proletariat into white collar, professional and 

• 60 ' academic occupations. 

Susan Horn's dissertation claims that in 1910-20 

America's Jews could afford to finance only a supplemental , 

rather than a full-scale, parochial system. That, and their 

desire to take advantage of free access to the American 

public educational system, made Jewish supplementary 

schooling very attractive. 61 

Jewish Historians 

According to the interpretations of Jewish historians, 

the Community Jewish Day Schools come into view within 

general trends occurring in American history. David Singer 

traces the day school's emergence and growth from 
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Conservative and Reform Jewish families to a loss of faith 

in the quality of the public school. This loss of faith 

occurred simultaneously on the part of Catholic, Baptist, 

and many middle and upper class white families, particularly 

those residing in inner cities.~ 

David Singer is confirmed in his findings by James 

Carper and Thomas Hunt, who point out that as problems 

associated with public education approached "crisis" 

proportions, there has been a concomitant awakening of 

interest in private schooling. Writing in 1984, the two see 

Americans as more receptive than at any other time in recent 

history to nonpublic options. 

Public opinion surveys in 1981 and 1982 suggested 
that a subtantial percentage (some polls placed the 
figure as high as 45%) of public school parents 
would transfer their children to a private school 
if the financial means were available. Futhermore 
the general public seems to be more supportive tha~ 
ever before of tuiton tax cr~dits, vouchers, and 
similar proposals for enhancing educational 
choice ... and the Reagan administration's 
philosophical preference for private choice has 
drawn considerable attention to nonpublic 
education. 63 

For some Jews the failure of the public school went 

beyond the quality of academic studies to touch on the basic 

goals and ideals of a value-free education which some 

claimed public schools were espousing. As early as 1953 

Marvin Fox began arguing against a values-free education and 

for the addition of a morals/ethics component in the 

curriculum. 64 
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Other sociologists and rabbis have written e x tensively 

on the importance of the creation of the State of Israel as 

a unifying factor for all Jews. An example is Jacob 

Neusner, who claims that the year 1948 and thereafter 

Ushered in an emotional high accompanying a sense of 

enormous pride to Jews everywhere, with the recognition of 

Israel as a state . 

.... the reality of the State of Israel turns out to 
fascinate the younger generation {those born since 
1945} still more then the fantasy mesmerized their 
parents. If the 1950s and '60s were times in which 
the State of Israel rose to the top of the agendum 
of American Jewry, in the 1970s it seems to 
constitute the whole of that agendum. No other 
Jewish issue has the power to engage the younger 
generation of Jews as does the issue of the state 
of Israel.M 

It was from thinking such as Neusner's that a theory of 

cultural pluralism could arise. For Rauch the most 

prominent representative of such theory was Horace Kallen, 

writing in 1915, a deeply committed Zionist stirred by the 

hope of a national revival . After making an historical 

analysis of the struggle of many minorities against 

assimilation throughout history and the failure of many 

Political systems to obliterate differences among people, 

Kallen proceeded to describe a society in which pluralism 

Would be a reality. 

In the first phase (the immigrants) exhibit 
economic eagerness, the greed of the unfed. Since 
external economic differences a re a handicap in the 
economic struggle, they assimilate, seeking thus to 
facilitate the attainment of economic independence. 
once the proletarian level of such independence i s 
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reached, the process of assimilation slows down and 
tends to come to a stop. The immigrant group is 
still a national group, modified, sometimes 
improved, by environmental influences, but 
otherwise a solitary spiritual unit, which is 
seeking to find its way out on its own social 
level .... Americanization has liberated 
nationality. 66 

Within this interpretation, cultural pluralism could in 

itself be considered a product of the American melting pot 

and would prove most attractive to those who were already 

largely assimilated. Horace Kallen, himself, in 1906 

participated in the founding of the Harvard Menorah Society. 

This was the beginning of an intercollegiate movement 

intended to overcome a "shameful ignorance of things Jewish 

among Jewish students and thus to combat their impulse to 

forget or hide their origins. Kall~n propounded what would 

become a cornerstone of his thesis: people cannot 

successfully change their ethnic identity. Mixing occurs 

only in external relations, not in a man's inner life . 1167 

Leonard Dinnerstein, Gertrude J. Selanick and Stanley 

Steinberg write about an environment in the early part of 

the twentieth century that was hostile to foreigners, 

Particularly after World War I. 68 An anti-immigration 

atmosphere became very intense. Even American Jews joined 

the ranks of those who opposed further immigration of 

Eastern European Jews into this country. 

send no more immigrants. America is not a 
poorhouse. We will not be made an asylum for the 
paupers of Europe. Emigration must cease. We'll 
not receive another refugee. 69 
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Since a large proportion of the new Jewish immigrants 

in the early 20th century were Russian, their problems were 

compounded by the popular fear of the Bolshevik revolution. 

The Jews were openly prevented from holding certain jobs , 

and a rigid quota system was instituted to limit the 

percentage of Jews in some universities. Under such 

conditions would the Jewish community feel comfortable 

educating its children in a Jewish day school? 7° Coming 

from such an environment, Samson Benderly, a strong leader 

in Jewish education prior to World War II, was dedicated 

solely to the public school system and committed to the 

afternoon supplemental school for Jewish schooling. 71 He 

was so vehement in his advocacy of the supplemental Talmud 

Torah that he actually prevented day school support from 

growing in America, and inhibited the use of communal funds 

needed to make it grow.n 

Ethnic Historians 

In his article "Jewish Education in the United States: 

A Study in Religion-Ethnic Response," Bernard Steinberg 

views the day school as the creation both of the Jewish 

community and its host society; it is thus the product of 

dual influences, not only in its historical development but 

also in its distinctive contemporary characteristics. 

In the wider setting, American history is to a 
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great extent that of the absorption of immigrant s 
and of their subsequent contribution towards an 
emergent national culture . The American socia l 
ethos evolved largely as part of this hist orical 
process. At first the ideal of Anglo-Conf ormity 
prevailed, when the newcomers were expected to 
adapt to the dominant English forms established by 
the original forebears of the new nation . In due 
course it became manifest that this ideal was not 
to be attained. The newcomers persisted in a 
maintenance of their cultures . 

By the early years of this century, the well-known 
melting pot theory had gained wide currency. An 
emergent composite American culture was envisaged 
for which the shedding of original cultural ' 
differences was a prerequisite. In its turn the 
melting pot ideal was not realized, but there did 
occur a subsequent acceptance of immigrant 
subcultures as an integral element of American 
society ... ~ 

Over the past two decades , Steinberg sees the issues of 

ethnicity and of religion and education assuming great 

prominence within the American educational system. The 

religious issue has attained importance through a series o f 

United States Supreme Court decisions and acts of Congr ess 

relating to such matters as aid from government funds fo r 

denominational schools. 

In consider i ng the general framework out of which 

Jewish education grew, Steinberg asserts that the desire of 

many American-born Jews to preserve a form of religio-ethnic 

identity arose partly because they found themselves in a 

milieu where other groups were striving to do the same 

thing. Steinberg sees the closing yea rs of the 1960's as 

being marked by an upsurge of intensified a s s e rtive ethnic 



consciousness within America's population, highlighted by 

the rejection by many Blacks of the principle of c ul t u ral 

integration. This development was accompanied by 

legislation aimed at providing special educational 

opportunities by means of affirmative action policies f or 

Blacks and other underprivileged groups, partly through the 

integration of schools. Jewry has been influenced by this 

more emphatic expression of cultural pluralism and has 

responded up to a point by its own affirmation of its 

distinct collective identity . 
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Several other writers have attempted to explain why 

ethnicity has remained important. Herberg and Greeley have 

done this by linking ethnicity with religion. While Herberg 

was claiming that ethnic differences in America were being 

replaced by religious differences along a tripartite 

Protestant, catholic, and Jewish dimension because religion 

was a more respectable way of maintaining ethnic primary 

groups, Greeley was suggesting that religion and ethnicity 

are so inextricably intertwined, that the persistence of 

ethnic groups is really due to continuing religious 

identification.~ 

Glazer and Moynihan also analyze the persistence of 

ethnicity and argue the "the adoption of a totally new 

ethnic identity, by dropping whatever one is to become 

simply American is inhibited by strong elements in the 

social struggle of the United States . 75 



As early as 1914 Horace Kallen wrote that democracy 

involves not the elimination of differences, but the 

perfection and conservation of differences.~ 
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While one-hundred percent Americanization may have been 

the perceived norm, it quickly became clear that not all 

immigrants were thoroughly Americanized.n Mary Durkin 

examines the claim of Harold R. Isaacs that not only in 

America but everywhere "essential tribalism is so deeply 

rooted in the conditions of our existence that it will keep 

cropping out of whatever is laid over it. 1178 Durkin's 

experience of being American and the heritage her ancestors 

Passed on to her reflect for her the possibility that human 

beings can have loyalties to more than one group, that for 

the many to become one does not necessarily demand that the 

many become the same. Community Jewish day schools 

acknowledge the validity of all major streams of Jewish 

thought and incorporate this principle into their curricula. 

They believe in dialogue and exchange of ideas and exhibit a 

Willingness to learn from each other. They strive to 

develop a program that fosters appreciation of the diversity 

in Jewish life.~ 

A decline in support for melting pot theories is 

further strengthened by Mindel and Habenstein in their study 

of Ethnic Families in America. They see, instead, the 

American nation as a conglomerate of "unmeltable ethnics." 

The cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s celebrated, 
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rather than suppressed, cultural diversity. Fueled in part 

by the civil rights movement and, perhaps to a greater 

degree, by the growing openness of American society, the 60s 

and 70s were to witness an explosive increase in ethnic 

identity. 

Both Andrew Greeley's research and that of Mindel and 

Habenstein conclude that there were ethnic concentrations in 

the United states in the 1970's. They both accept the 

assumption that the cultural matrix that has made American 

diversity possible is denominational pluralism. The United 

States was a religiously pluralistic society even before it 

became a politically pluralistic one. The 

Congregationalists, the Quakers, the Episcopalians, the 

Methodists all shared one English cultural tradition, but 

they shared it in diversified affiliations. The seeds then 

for pluralism and diversity were planted long ago and the 

recent and dramatic increase of interest in America's 

cultural heterogeneity should come as no surprise. 

Furthermore, for Greeley, ethnicity does not have to be 

a divisive force. According to him, the cultural baggage 

brought by the first generation immigrant does not have to 

disappear; it mutates. 

unity is achieved in human_societi~s not by 
homogenization but by the_1ntegrat1on of diversity . 
.... We live together as different persons not by 
eliminating our differences, not by de~ying them, 
not by fighting over them but by learning to 
tolerate them, respect them, and perhaps even to 
enjoy them. 00 



The ideas of these ethnicists provide a comfort able 

setting for any alternative form of education encouraging 

the maintance of ethnic heritage, but particularly for the 

institution of the Community Jewish Day School. 
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Writing in 1981, Sydney Goldstein cites statistics that 

Yield birth rate levels among Jews which are inadequate to 

ensure growth, especially when viewed in conjunction with 

other losses. His data which support the current pattern of 

very low fertility, high levels of intermarriage and lower 

residential density through population redistribution all 

serve to weaken the demographic base of the Jewish 

Population. As a solution he urges the community to be 

Prepared to develop new institutional forms designed to 

mitigate the negative effects of population decline and 

dispersal. 81 

The review of the literature assembles an array of 

Perspectives which support the underlying themes of the 

community Jewish Day School in America. Getting along with 

others from whom we differ, teaching Jews about other Jews 

Who think and believe somewhat differently, and learning to 

respect their differences emerge from the general movement 

of cultural pluralism in the second half of the century. 

The community Jewish Day School represented for those 

Who founded it a response to the crisis of preservation of 

religio-ethnic identity: it was traditional yet modern; 

endorsed by the orthodox, Conservative, Reform and 
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Reconstructionist segments of the Jewish community. This 

trans-ideological institiution, in turn, acknowledged a 

respect for all of these major streams of Jewish thought, 

and in particular, celebrated the diversity in Jewish life . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE FOUNDING OF THE 

AKIBA HEBREW ACADEMY - 1946 

67 

Schools are created by people who feel passionate about 

a mission that they do not believe is being met elsewhere. 

Those passions arise because of many reasons and emerge from 

varied circumstances. 

It is not surprising that Philadelphia was the first 

city in which a community Jewish day school opened its doors 

in 1946. As early as the colonial period of American 

history the people of Pennsylvania, along with those of New 

Jersey and New York, acted under conditions of cultural 

Pluralism1 (conditions that did not come to characterize 

the rest of the country until the nineteenth century). The 

founders of Akiba Hebrew Academy operated under 

circumstances like cultural pluralism that were amenable to 

the advent of such an institution. 

Reality for the Jewish community of Philadelphia in the 

nineteen-forties was the mass murder of six million Jews in 

Europe and the destruction of all former seats of Jewish 

learning there. No longer would Americans be able to depend 

Upon the Yeshivas of Poland and Germany as inspiration for 

Jewish leadership and continuity. New centers of learning 

Would have to be establ ished. This concern was expressed in 
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an early Akiba Academy brochure, published to attract 

students, which states Akiba's intention to be a private 

secondary school, serving the greater Philadelphia area, New 

Jersey and Delaware, established for the purpose of 

educating young people "to occupy positions of leadership in 

the Jewish community of tomorrow." 2 

The same concern was recorded by Saula Rubenz Waldman 
I 

one of the students in attendance on the school's initial 

morning of September 11, 1946, in a brief history she wrote 

in honor of the school's thirty-fourth year (1980). In the 

aftermath of World War II and the destruction of European 

Jewry, 

... it was recognized by many thoughtful members of 
the Jewish community that serious questions of the 
survival and transmission of Jewish knowledge and 
traditions had to be faced. One-third of the 
world's Jewish population had been lost and, with 
it, the great European centers of scholarship and 
Jewish culture. 3 

Dr. Leo Honor, a founder of Akiba and a respected educator 

and major figure in the Jewish community, deplored the 

status of Jewish education throughout the entire United 

States: 

... the present status of Jewish education must give 
us real and deep concern. We get our children for 
only a few hours a we~k, late in the day a~ter they 
are fatigued from their schoolwork and during hours 
which they should be devoting to recreation, if 
they are to develop properly balanced 
personalities. And it is for only a few years that 
they come to us to be.educated. Du~ing.puberty and 
adolescence, when their understandi~g is beginning 
to mature, when their mental faculties are 
sharpest, we lose them because of the pressure of 
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their other interests and activities. If we are to 
accomplish anything with the education of our 
Jewish boys and girls, then we must somehow 
continue to reach them during the highly 
impressionable and formative high school years and 
for much more time then they are now with us.4 

Underlying these words of concern was the reality that 

Americans were no longer able to rely on other nations to 

Produce the future leaders of Jewish communities. If Jewish 

continuity were to flourish, knowledgeable Jews would have 

to be raised locally in viable institutions . 

Helping the Philadel phia Jewish community to enhance 

its status as a center for Jewish learning was the impact 

that knowledge of the Holocaust atrocities had had on the 

American people as a whole, an impact strong enough to turn 

the tide of anti-semitism. Prejudice against Jews in the 

United States was not altogether over, but it was 

diminishing significantly. This rethinking of anti-semitism 

received its greatest, and probably most direct, impetus 

from the occurrence of the Holocaust but, indirectly, 

according to John Higham, from the termination in the 1920s 

of mass immigration to this country from Eastern Europe, 

Which removed some of the stresses that produced the 

exclusionist mentality for Jews. These stresses needed to 

be reduced before an integration of Jewish and American 

culture could occur and before Jews, all sorts of Jews, 

irreligious as well as religious, Conservative, Reform and 

non-affiliated, could feel truly comfortable about 
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establishing Jewish schooling fo r both secular and religiou s 

subjects under one roof. The ending of immigrant waves t o 

the United states made rapid Americanization of the Jewish 

community possible: 

As the great wave of immigration subsided a n d t he 
immense heterogeneity of early twentieth century 
American diminished, the rigid perception of all 
deviating groups as impure and corrupt tended to 
dissolve -- In little more than a generation the 
image of the Jew as the quintessential alien was 
virtually obliterated. Instead, some critics now 
saw the Jew as a quintessential Middle Class 
American secularist . 5 

If John Higham is correct, then by 1946 the image of 

the Jew in the minds of the general population was far more 

Positive than it had been. This translated into a greater 

ability for Jews to feel good both as Jews and as Americans. 

Jews who might have felt disloyal if they espoused any form 

of education other than public education, might begin to 

move actively toward pursuing a more intensive Jewish 

education and still feel perfectly "American." 

Furthermore, John Simpson asserts that in the United 

States an ideology exists which strongly associates Judeo­

Christian symbols with the idea of America and ''thus, it is 

Possible for an individual to interpret his practice of 

religion as participation in the American Way of Life . 116 

Within this context, Jews who had wanted to be full members 

of American society suddenly realized how much they also 

Wanted to keep their Judaism intact. Charles E. Silberman 

Points out that right after World War II "most important o f 



all, they [Jews] discovered how much they wanted their 

children to be Jewish, and they realized this was not 

something they could take for granted, still less leave to 

chance. " 7 
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In her historical analysis of Akiba's beginnings, sau l a 

Rubenz Waldman also cites the hospitable environment of 

American pluralism leading to great opportunities and 

expanded visions on the one hand and, on the other, to "the 

temptation of weakened ties and assimilation. To ensure 

that Judaism would not disappear through inadequate 

education and indifference, new educational structures would 

have to be built. Akiba was one response to that need."8 

The founders of Akiba were also heirs to a city in 

transformation. Whereas community as a place and community 

as an experience had initially been one and the same, that 

was no longer true for Philadelphia's Jews. Jews were 

spreading out and no longer living in one concentrated 

neighborhood, but they were nevertheless tied by virtue of 

the organizations to which they belonged and the synagogues 

they attended. John Dewey's insightful definition of 

community describes well the newly emerging community that 

established Akiba. 

Men live in a community in virtue of the things 
which they have in common, and communication is the 
way in which they come to possess things in common. 
What they must have in order to form a community or 
society are aims, beliefs, aspirations, knowledge -
or common understanding . .. . Persons do not become a 
society by living in physical proximity, any more 
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than a man ceases to be socially influenced by 
being so many feet or miles removed from others . A 
book or letter may institute a more intimate 
association between human beings separated by 
thousands of miles from each other than exists 
between dwellers under the same roof. Individuals 
do not even compose a social group because they all 
work for a common end ... If, however, they were all 
cognizant of the common end and all interested i n 
it so that they regulated their specific activities 
in view of it, they would form a community.9 

The Philadelphia Jewish community was beginning to 

sense that they were living in two different social and 

Psychological worlds. Tennies referred to these two worlds 

as gemeinschaft (community) and gesellschaft (society) .10 

Bender saw the two worlds as tension-producing, but not 

standing in opposition to each other; one yielded up to the 

other. Philadelphia's Jewish community in 1946 appeared to 

be What Bender describes as a bifurcated society, becoming a 

more complicated, transformed form of gemeinschaft. 11 In 

this context, the Akiba Academy can be viewed as a possible 

Product of that society, a more complicated institution than 

its single ideological predecessor, but definitely richer. 

The reality of 1946 was that the Jews of Philadelphia 

Were no longer living in an intensely Jewish embrace; their 

neighborhoods no longer provided continuity, the streets no 

longer reflected the ethnicity of their homes. No longer on 

Yorn Kippur did the whole community cease to bustle and 

transportation come to a literal standstill; nor was the 

Sabbath necessarily a time set aside to visit with 

grandparents and aunts and uncles (in the afternoon) who 
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lived up the street or on the next avenue. Perhaps, as 

Charles E. Silberman suggests, for those who had already 

moved to Gentile neighborhoods, more had been involved than 

just a shift from being part of the majority to being a tiny 

minority, for the Gentiles in the new neighborhoods were 

different from those whom they had known before. In their 

Old neighborhoods there may have been no Gentiles, or any 

Gentiles they lived with had been fellow "ethnics," working 

class Irish, Italian, and Polish Catholics who were 

outsiders as much as they were. These Gentiles were 

Perceived as occupying a lower position on the social 

ladder, and, therefore, the Jews were not worried about, or 

concerned with, gaining their approval. But Silberman 

suggests that the new Gentiles to whom they suddenly lived 

next door were "insiders," white Protestants rather than 

fellow ethnics. Here in this new neighborhood the Gentiles 

were insiders in an age in which Jews still felt themselves 

to be outsiders. suddenly Jews felt a need that they hadn't 

experienced before -- the company of other Jews for 

themselves and for their children. 12 

Within the enclaves in which Jews had lived in the 

1920's, Jewishness was in the air they breathed. The 

restaurants were Jewish restaurants, the bakeries were 

Jewish bakeries, the butchers all had signs in Yiddish and 

Hebrew indicating they were kosher, and the stores sold 

Jewish delicacies. Charles E. Silberman writes that while 



most of his classmates were Jewish in his public school 

class on Manhattan's Upper West Side, even those who were 

not stayed home on the major Jewish holidays. In such 

communities, Jewish families did not worry about Jewish 

continuity. If they were not exactly providing the 

continuity in the home, the neighborhood was. These 

families did not feel the need to provide more than a 

rudimentary Jewish education for their children. 13 

Observances in such an environment grew out of an 

ethnic and cultural impulse rather than from a religious 

one, although this was not a distinction the immigrants 

Would have made or even understood. Buying kosher meat 
I 

lighting Sabbath candles, eating matzoh during Passover, 

reacting a Yiddish newspaper or attending a Yiddish play, 

belonging to the Arbeiter Ring (Workmen's Circle) or some 

other fraternal order, were all manifestations of 

Yiddishkeit, ways of maintaining one's identity as Jews. In 

short, irreligious and even anti-religious immigrants lived 

in an intensely Jewish embrace. 

While describing her childhood in New York City, Vivian 

Gornick's sentiments paralleled those of Silberman. 

Although my parents were working-class socialists 
(and thus ideologica~ly.opposed to religion) the 
dominating characteristics of the streets on which 
r grew up was Jewishness in all its rich variety. 
Down the street were Orthodox Jews, up the street 
were Zionists, in the middle of the street were 
shtetl Jews, get-rich- quick Jews, European humanist 
Jews. Jewishness was the great leveler. On Pesach 
(Passover) and Yorn Kippur, we did not have to be 
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observing Jews to know that we were Jews . Th e 
whole world shut down, everyone dressed 
immaculately, and a sense of awe thickened the v ery 
air we breathed; the organic quality of the 
atmosphere told us who we were, gave us boundary 
and idiomatic reference, shaped the face of the 
culture in which each of us assigned a vital 
albeit primitive, sense of identity. 14 ' 

Kate Simon, in her autobiographical novel, Bronx 

.E..rimitive describes a very rich Jewish lifestyle which was 

also not religious, but certainly ethnic. She recalls for 

us the street where her mother shopped for the Friday night 

meal (the chicken) and the fish which swam live in her 

bathtub until Friday when it became gefilte fish. 15 

In describing life on the lower east side of Manhattan 

(New York City), one is similarly confronted with 

manifestations of Jewish belief and practice. In 1905 

Jewish children were concentrated in thirty-eight elementary 

schools there. out of the sixty-five thousand people in 

these public schools, sixty thousand were Jews. While Jews 

remained together in this way, public education was not 

Perceived as a threat to their traditional way of life. 

Jewish children would continue to socialize with other 

Jewish children and would remain close to home, thus 

Permitting them to continue their Jewish practices within 

the family. They would also be able to go directly from the 

PUblic school to the Jewish supplementary school in the 

afternoons, which was always in the neighborhood. 16 

This was no longer the status of the several 
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neighborhoods in which Philadelphia's Jews were living in 

1946. Whereas once Jews had been concentrated in older 
' 

cloistered neighborhoods, they were now scattered to the 

suburbs. We learn from the three founders who responded to 

the questionnaire (one responded, two were responded for by 

their children) that one already lived in a predominantly 

Gentile neighborhood while the other two still lived in 

Predominantly Jewish ones. Only one of the three lived 

close to relatives. Of even greater importance here, 

Perhaps, are the responses of Akiba's first students. Of 

the eleven (of twenty-one) students in 1946 who responded, 

three lived in Gentile neighborhoods, two lived in mixed 

neighborhoods and had experienced some form of anti-semitism 

at school, five still lived in Jewish neighborhoods and one 

described his neighborhood as being Gentile, but open to 

Jews. For this population, socialization with other Jewish 

children could not have been guaranteed in the local public 

schools, and even at home their families did not always 

observe Jewish practices. 

Public schooling had been a gift when these Jews first 

arrived in America, since large numbers of them were enabled 

for the first time to gain access to secular learning. 17 

However, in 1946 some Jews began to consider the possibility 

that secular education might not be enough; that their homes 

Were suddenly no longer strong enough to remain the sole 

transmitters of Judaism to their offspring, that they were 
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no longer living in crowded settlements where their children 

had only minimal contact with other Americans or other 

minority and immigrant groups and that they were no longer 

able to ignore the new American environment. The three 

founders referred to a need to keep heritage alive and 

Vibrant and to make Jewish identify meaningful for the 

children. 

This desire for religion, for ethnic identity, for 

heritage survival was consonant with the post-war religious 

revival that the entire country was experiencing. 

Philadelphia was no exception. The Jews were encouraged by 

their Christian neighbors, who were buying more Bibles and 

books about the Bible and who were going to see films with 

b 'bl' 18 1 1ca1 themes more than ever before. Jews watched as 

other minority and religious groups began to assert 

themselves. Catholics had been building their own schools 

for over half a century all over the country, Protestant 

schools had existed since schooling in America had begun, 

and Philadelphia had many excellent Quaker schools. 

Philadelphia Jews became comfortable with the idea of 

educating their children in an openly religious school 

because others were doing the same. Salo Baron's 

interpretation of what was occurring in the Jewish community 

seems to apply here. "There are incontestable signs," he 

'Wrote, "not only of a general awakening, but of a certain 

eagerness of the Jewish public to pioneer in the unexplored 



realms of a modern culture which would be both Jewish and 

American, and to find some new and unprecedented spiritual 

and intellectual approaches to the Jewish position in the 

modern world. 1119 
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1946 was a time for many Jews in Philadelphia (and 

elsewhere) to be immersed in the Zionist movement. The 

purpose of the movement, intensified by the Holocaust, to 

create a Jewish state in Palestine, was a rallying point for 

Jewish group consciousness. Zionism appealed to all types 

of Jews regardless of their social, political, and religious 

differences. rt became a powerful antidote against 

assimilation by appealing to a common denominator called 

ethnic heritage. 20 That, in turn, contributed to the need 

for the continued existence of Jews as an identifiable 

group. 

One receives an identity in a variety of ways. A child 

is given a name, is born into a religion, and internalizes 

the values and traditions of his home, his extended family 

and his friends. Schooling, too, can be a powerful 

transmitter of identity. When Jews started coming to 

America in sizable numbers in the 1840s and 1850s, the 

dominant conditions of American education had already been 

defined as public, free, and universal, with no public funds 

for religious instruction, and no public funds for religious 

schools. As a result, any group that wanted full-time 

Schools of its own had to provide its own resource s and 
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compete with the public schools; an expensive proposition 

and one that was unrealistic for most new immigrant groups. 

Jews could not afford to finance a successful day school 

system in the mid-1800s. Those communities which 

established day schools (New York City, Albany, Cincinnat i 
' 

Chicago, Boston, Baltimore, and Philadelphia) saw them fail. 

One reason, according to Irving Howe and Kenneth Libo, was 

the lack of funds among most immigrants to provide their 

children with a formal education of any kind, certainly not 

a Private education. They cite the case of the Bloom family 

of San Francisco, urban Jewish pioneers who needed every 

Penny their son, Sol, could earn and contribute to the 

family. For Sol and for so many others, even public 

education was a luxury his family could not spare him 

for. 21 

By 1946 many of the men and women who came together as 

founders of Akiba were earning a good living and could 

themselves afford to contribute, or knew of others from whom 

they could expect financial support for a Jewish day school. 

By the early 1940s, the Jews of Philadelphia had 

experienced a series of demographic, ethnic, economic and 

religious changes, which made them aware of a need to 

Provide for the next generation what was disappearing from 

their immediate surroundings. Without the old extended 

family system, without the old ethnic neighborhood, without 

the ability to rely on the European centers of learning from 



Which to import their Rabbinic scholars, where woul d t he 

sense of Jewish self come from? Without their own ability 

to teach text and halacha (law as recorded in the Torah), 

how would their children know? 

Recognition of this need provided the impetus in t he 

spring of 1943 to explore ways of broadening the scope of 

Gratz College in the Philadelphia Jewish community. Gratz 

College was the first Jewish teacher training institute in 

the United states established in November, 1897. It 

consisted of six departments including the Elementary School 

of Observation and Practice and offers courses leading to 

teachers• diplomas and the academic degrees of Bachelor of 

Hebrew Literature, Bachelor of Religious Education and 

Master of Hebrew Literature. It was decided by the 

Philadelphia council on Jewish Education (consisting of 

representatives of all agencies involved in Jewish 

educational facilities in Philadelphia), the Federation of 

Jewish Charities and the Allied Jewish Appeal to survey 

Jewish education in Philadelphia, to study the feasibility 

of coordinating the various agencies under a central 

organization, namely, Gratz College, and to determine what, 

' · 1 bl 22 lf any, financing should be made avai a e. 

Dr. Leo L. Honor of Philadelphia and Mr. Morris Leibman 

of the Board of Jewish Education of Chicago were invited to 

conduct the survey, while the Allied Jewish Appeal undertook 

to finance the cost of it. 
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The two men learned that Philadelphia already had 

ninety-one elementary and secondary school units i n whic h 

instruction was given in Hebrew, Bible, Holidays a nd 

Customs. In November, 1943 these schools had a population 

of about fourteen thousand . The ninety- one schools were of 

various types. They differed in terms of the (a ) a uspices 

Under which they functioned; (b) the intensiveness of 

instruction given; and (c) the particular philosophies and 

concepts of Jewish education . 

In terms of central auspices , the schools wer e 

categorized in nine groups: 

(a) The Associated Talmud Torahs 

(b) The Congregational Schools (of Conservative a nd 

Orthodox type) 

(c) The Reform Congregationa l Sc hools 

(d) The Hebrew Sunday School Society 

(e) The Yeshivot 

(f) The Workmen's Circle Schools 

(g) The Folkschulen 

(h) The institutional schools 

(i) The unaffiliated schools 

In terms of intensiveness of ins t r uction given, the 

schools were classified as five - day-a-week schools, three­

day- a-week schools and one-da y -a-we ek schoo l s. 

In terms of the philosophy of J e wi s h e ducat i on, the 

schools were classified as: 
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(a) the traditional orthodox school 

(b) the modern orthodox school 

(c) the conservative religious school 

(d) the reform religious school 

(e) the Yiddishist-secular school 

(f) the labor Zionist secular school 

The traditional Orthodox school, Yeshiva, emphasized 

Primarily a curriculum of prayers, Bible, Talmud, and 

customs and ceremonies, and stressed orthodox observances. 

The highest goal sought by Yeshiva as a result of its 

educational process was the creation of a ''Lamden" type 

Person (the learned Jew in the traditional sense); its 

minimum aim was to produce pious, observant Jews devoted to 

traditional Judaism. The language of instruction in these 

schools was Yiddish. 

The modern Orthodox school of the intensive type 

(Associated Talmud Torahs), in addition to the curriculum of 

Prayer and Bible, emphasized the Hebrew language as a means 

of studying the Bible and prayer book and as an end in 

itself, viz., to enable the child to read, with 

appreciation, modern Jewish writings . Jewish history and 

contemporary Jewish life were given prominent places in the 

course of study. 

The congregational weekday religious schools resembled 

the modern orthodox school except that they placed more 

stress on correlation of the curriculum with formal 

8 2 
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synagogue activities. They held sessions only three times 

weekly, although in many cases they devoted no less time per 

Week to Jewish studies than did the modern Orthodox school. 

In addition to their Hebrew schools, they conducted one- d a y ­

a-week schools for the teaching of history and Jewish 

customs and for carrying on extra-curricular activities . 

The one-day-a-week Orthodox type school was represented 

by the Hebrew Sunday School Society. In these schools the 

children were taught history, Biblical passages in English, 

religious precepts and customs, prayers and hymns. 

Assemblies and group activities supplemented the program. 

The reform Congregational School was in the main a one­

day-a-week Sunday school except that some classes met for an 

additional day during the week. The sessions were from two 

to two and one-half hours in length. Its curriculum 

consisted of Jewish history, religion, Jewish holidays and 

Hebrew. Extra-curricular activities and assembly programs 

Were conducted in addition to classroom work. 

The secular Yiddishist schools emphasized the Yiddish 

language and literature, Jewish history, present-day Jewish 

life, and social ideals. The schools were under the 

supervision of the educational committee of the Workmen's 

Circle National organization, which published textbooks, 

Prescribed curricula, and gave some financial support to the 

schools. 

The Labor-Zionist schools provided a place in their 



curriculum for both the Yiddish and Hebrew languages, 

history, Bible in Hebrew and in Yiddish, and studies about 

Palestine. These schools also were affiliated with a 

national organization (National Worker's Alliance - Poale 

Zion), which prescribed curricula and recommended texts and 

materials. 

The independent, unaffiliated and private schools did 

not furnish any data about themselves. The private school 

Was usually conducted for profit by a single teacher. The 

curriculum, as a rule, was limited to the reading of 

Prayers, study of some Bible and to the preparation for the 

Bar Mitzvah ceremony. The private schools were usually too 

small to permit proper grading, and the income from teaching 

Was too limited to permit the provision of proper physical 

facilities, educational materials, etc. 

The survey produced no information on the only 

institutional school in Philadelphia, the Foster Home. This 

school had been working under the supervision of the 

Associated Talmud Torahs for many years. The Associated 

Talmud Torahs had also accepted responsibility for the 

Jewish education of the children living in foster homes. 

The survey found that there were approximately forty­

six thousand Jewish children of school age in Philadelphia. 

An attendance of fourteen thousand in the Jewish schools out 

of a possible total of forty-six thousand meant that the 

Jewish schools in Philadelphia were instructing about JO 

84 
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Percent of Jewish children of school age at any one time. 

This did not mean that only 30 percent of Jewish children 

received a Jewish education. A much larger proportion, 

Perhaps as high as 80 percent, found its way into the Jewish 

school at some time or other for a longer or shorter period 

of instruction. Their length of stay in the Jewish school 

Was so short, however, that it was difficult for the school 

to leave any impression on their minds and hearts, according 

to Dr. Honor and Mr. Leibman. 

The results of the survey suggested that efforts needed 

to be directed not so much toward encouraging parents to 

Provide a Jewish education for their children (they were 

already doing so), but to emphasize the fact that Jewish 

education, in order to be effective, must be continued for a 

longer period than was then the practice in most cases. 

Attention also needed to be centered on making the school 

and the processes of education more attractive and 

meaningful to the pupils so that they would want to stay 

there for a longer period.a 

Looking at the results of the survey and knowing 

Philadelphia as well as they did, a small group of educators 

and parents began suggesting that a Jewish academy be 

developed which would care for both the secular and Jewish 

education of junior and senior high school pupils. At first 

nothing happened beyond the talking stage, but after three 

Years the suggestion generated by the survey became a 
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reality. According to saula Rubenz Waldman in her History 

of Akiba Hebrew Academy published in 1980 the idea for the 

school originated with Dr. Joseph Levitsky, Professor of 

Hebrew at Temple university, Dr. simon Greenberg, Dr . Leo L. 

Honor, who became first chairman of Akiba's Education 

Committee, Rabbi Elias Charry, who succeeded Honor in that 

position, and or. Josephs. Butterweck, head of the 

Department of secondary Education at Temple University. 

These men enlisted and inspired a number of enthusiastic 

laymen whose devotion to the school had become legendary. 

Notable among these was Akiba's first president, Martin 

Feld, who went so far at one point as to mortgage his own 

home to ensure the school's financial security.
24 

In early 1946 or. Leo Honor completed, "A Plan for a 

Progressive Jewish All-Day High School in Philadelphia.'' 

wrote that, 

He 

Anyone concerned with the problem of Jewish 
education must recognize that the present situation 
is not at all satisfactory. Enrollment in the 
supplementary schools is frequently inadequate and 
retention poor. But even more serious is the fact 
that while the pupils undoubtedly acquire a 
positive attitude towards Jewish living by 
attending our schools, from the standpoint of 
content they derive too little to justify all the ' . time and effort which has been put into their 
education. The level of ~chieve~ent in the study 
of Hebrew is frequently little higher than that of 
two years of modern la~guage study in high school. 
our graduates master little more than the narrative 
portions of the Bible, and ha:dly touch upon 
Talmud. Even modern Hebrew literature remains 
largely unfamiliar to most of_the ~raduates of our 
Hebrew High schools, and we find little 
continuation of interest in Hebrew reading beyond 
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graduation. Nor is the situation much better as 
regards the content subjects, such as Jewish 
history, customs and ceremonies, community life or 
current problems. The same situation prevails in 
all Jewish communities throughout the states.25 

Dr. Honor goes on in the same paper to suggest reasons 

Why a Jewish community elementary school could not succeed 

at that time. He cites the lack of sufficient numbers of 

Pupils from any one neighborhood and the problems posed by 

travel to a centrally-located school for younger children. 

Furthermore, he was concerned with the many additional 

grades that would be required for a first through twelfth 

grade, as well as the lack of properly qualified elementary 

school teachers trained in both Jewish and secular subjects. 

The issue of transportation was a problem in 1946. 

Busing was not yet available nor was carpooling a common 

Practice. The original twenty-one students came from all 

Parts of Philadelphia, many using the public buses and 

trains. Public transportation would not be an appropriate 

option for six to twelve-year olds and so, logically, a 

seventh grade entry level emerged. 

In addition, a secondary issue existed which made a 

grade seven through twelve school more acceptable at the 

time. There were still many who viewed a school where only 

Jewish children would be educated for a full day in both 

Judaic and General studies as parochial and ghettoizing. A 

seven through twelve school, as contemplated here, would not 



be "parochial" in the usual sense of that word, because it 

Would in no way attempt to replace the public school 

generally. Nor would it, like the traditional Yeshiva 
' 

emphasize Jewish content at the expense of general 

education. In looking back at the historical beginnings of 

the school, Lewis Newman emphasized that the school was 

never intended for the school population at large, nor on 

the other hand was it an attempt to supplant the public 

school. rt would merely be designed to serve the needs of a 

few Who want the best, most progressive type of private 

school, similar to the schools being sponsored by many 

Christian denominations to meet their own special needs 

such as the Friends' Central School or the Episcopal Academy 

in the Philadelphia community. Nor would it have had a 

"ghettoizing'' effect, since its students would associate 

With non-Jewish children in public schools during their 

elementary years and in college later on. 26 

This idea appealed to a population that was not eager 

to isolate their children entirely from their Gentile 

neighbors in public school. Many of the Jews were still 

living in Jewish neighborhoods and felt somewhat secure with 

their identities. within this proposed educational scheme 
' 

their children would still be part of the Americanization 

Process in elementary school and later on in the university 

if they wished, but would be receiving a heavy dose of 

Jewish identity and heritage during those most crucial 

88 



89 

teenage years. 

On September 11, 1946 the Akiba Hebrew Academy opened 

its doors. The students and their parents, the faculty and 

members of the Board of Trus tees, were greeted by Rabbi 

Elias Charry, a prominent Rabbi of Philadelphia and a 

founder of the school. He spoke about the raison d'etre for 

the school. "It is deplorable," he remarked, "that of all 

the large Jewish communities in the United States, 

Philadelphia is the only one which has not long had at least 

one Jewish all-day school like this one. Perhaps this is 

the reason for the low level of Jewish cultural life in this 

community. As a father, as a rabbi, and as a citizen of 

Philadelphia, I have keenly felt the need for just such a 

school, and am gratified that the need will now be met by 

the Akiba Hebrew Academy. 1127 

Rabbi Charry must have been referring to the general 

concept of Jewish day school when he bemoaned the fact that 

Philadelphia was so far behind other cities in establishing 

such a school for, in fact, the founders of Akiba were in 

the forefront of Jewish education in 1946. They were 

Pioneers in reflecting a move from an ideology favoring 

homogeneity to a greater tolerance of diversity within the 

Jewish community. Akiba was the first trans-ideological 

Jewish Day School in America. 

According to Rabbi Charry the twenty-two men and one 

Woman who together founded Akiba did not begin with a 



firmly-established philosophy, but one thing they were 

certain of was that they were striving for a synthesis 

not to be affiliated with any one particular religious 

segment of Jewish life. They wished to reflect the best in 

Jewish community life, in Jewish tradition, and at the s a me 

time, to embody the finest in secular education. 28 

90 

What was clear to the founders was that the impetus for 

the establishment of the school came from the recognition 

and respect for the diverse elements of the Jewish 

community. rt was desired that all Jewish children 

Orthodox, conservative and Reform, as well as those from 

non-affiliated families should together learn their common 

Jewish heritage, while simultaneously learning to respect 

each other's point of view and the devotion and sincerity 

With which it is held. 29 The school was intended to 

strengthen the identification of every student with Jewish 

living, personal and social, without compelling acceptance 

by all of any particular interpretation of what is 'the• 

Jewish way of life. Such an outlook not only permits but 

requires certain educational experiences which are not 

Possible in a Jewish school which seeks to inculcate only 

0 ne ideological point of view 

.... The specific ideological or theological 
framework of the child's family, however much it 
will be respected~ is not the only one that will 
be met at school. 

As the children were preparing to leave the assembly on 
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that first day and begin classes, they were told by Oscar 

Divinsky, their principal, the reason for the name Akiba 

Hebrew Academy. Akiba more than any of Judaism's heroes, 

had brought together the qualities of scholarship and active 

Participation in the life around him at a time of great 

crisis in Jewish history. Dr. Divinsky must have been 

reflecting on the recent debacle for Jews when he referred 

to 1946 as a time of crisis. 

We too are living in momentous days. We need Jews 
who are steeped in the traditional learning of our 
people and who, by reason of ~hat very fact, are 
able to deal clear-headedly with the realities of 
present-day life. It is su~h Jewish men and women 
that Akiba Hebrew Academy will need to produce.31 

The three founders (two whose children responded in 

loco parentis) providing information for this study were all 

involved themselves in Jewish education professionally. The 

majority of the other founders were businessmen. 32 From 

the three who did respond it is learned that they were all 

in agreement that education and training for a future 

generation were mandatory if Judaism as a religion and as a 

heritage was to survive. 

In 1946, Philadelphia was a city with Jews scattered in 

many neighborhoods, practicing Judaism on a variety of 

levels and with some not practicing at all. This diversity 

must have helped to form the consciousness of the founders 

Who pioneered a move in education from an ideology favoring 

homogeneity to one of heterogeneity. Prior to 1946 in 
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Philadelphia there did exist a rich array of Jewish 

institutions (as identified in the survey), but not one of 

them existed to serve a plural population. 

The three founders who responded were all Conservative 

however, the twenty other founders represented all aspect s 

of Judaism, orthodox, Reform and unaffiliated. This 

information was learned from a conversation with Simon 

Greenberg, the one founder who is currently living in New 

York City. 33 The three founders were committed to the 

establishment of a secondary Jewish Day School because of 

their steadfast belief in day school education where both 

Jewish and American curricula would be integrated under one 

roof. Rabbi Greenberg responded, "I would have supported 

any Conservative or traditional day school, too, had r been 

invited to.'' All three agreed that respect for each other 

and the other founders drew them to the endeavor. 

The early years were apparently times of searching and 

growth with an Education Committee, Board of Trustees and 

Principal working to establish a set of principles to guide 

the school. It was not until 1950 that Akiba published a 

brochure which appears to have been meant for recruitment 

anct retention of students. In that brochure there were three 

Primary objectives listed: 

1. To provide for a selected number of adolescent 

boys and girls an education which incorporates the 

very best in modern school practices. 

' 
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2. To integrate with such a progressive educat ional 

program those traditions which represent the best 

in American Jewish life. 

3. To provide an intensive and integrated Hebrew and 

secular education within the normal school day. 

Also to be found in the brochure was a clear, 

Philosophical statement. "Akiba Hebrew Academy holds firmly 

to these principles: 

That there is a rich and significant Jewish 

culture which must be perpetuated. 

That the significance of this culture is most 

effectively grasped through the study of our basic 

classics in Hebrew. 

That this culture must be integrated with the 

total education received by the American Jewish 

child. 

That leadership can be developed and that the 

period of adolescence is important to this 

development."¼ 

A further search at the Jewish Archives Center of the 

Balch Institute in Philadelphia35 revealed an undated 

statement on the subject of religion in Akiba which was 

found among the papers of Edwin Wolf, one of the United 

Jewish Appeal Federation's leaders in the forties and 

fifties. While undated, this statement is in the files of 

l945-1950 and must have been written for Akiba sometime in 
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its early period. 

I. We are a community school. We wer~ not founded by 
a particular segment of the community nor are we 
responsible to a particular segment of the 
community ... We have appealed to all segments of 
the community to send their children and all have 
responded. 

II. We adopted a program of positive Judaism. we are 
not a secular institution, nor are we indifferent 
to any vital aspect of Jewish life. We took as 
our task to make intelligent and vital Jews of our 
children by: 
a. Transmitting an understanding of the heritage 

of our people. 
b. Instilling a desire to participate in its 

present life. 
c. Inspiring a love of the Jewish people and its 

culture. 

III. As for the actual practices and observances of 
Jewish life, we left these to the home and 
synagogue. We were anxious that the synagogue 
keep a strong hold on our children by 
understanding and training them in their 
particular ways. We were also anxious not to 
create cleavage between h~me.and school in matter 
of observance. We never.i~sisted on.conformity to 
a particular code of religious behavior in 
deference to either extreme in our group. We did 
however, acquaint all o~r.children with the rites' 
and observances of trad~t~onal Judaism

7 
In group 

behavior and school activity, we took into account 
the sensitivities of our children and their home 
environment ... In o~r t~aching, howe~er, w~ drove a 
middle course, taking into due consideration a 
respect for tradition and a recognition of 
differences.~ 

By the time that the 1951 - 52 yearbook was to be 

PUblished, the Education Committee (still consisting of 

0 riginal founders) affirmed their original ideas in a 

statement for The Citadel Yearbook, 

Akiba approached every.interpretation of the Jewish 
past with respect. Children are encouraged to 
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become acquainted with whatever interpretations and 
practices their families prefer. No one 
interpretation is imposed on any individual. we 
seek to transmit to our students the knowledge of 
traditional Jewish values. In a democracy each of 
us should become able, as one matures, to act less 
out of habit and unconsidered impulse, and more on 
the basis of independent, reflective judgment and 
conscious deliberation. We believe that the 
experiences of our people as a whole, and of 
outstanding Jews individually, offer criteria to 
aid anyone in choosing among alternate ways of 
behaving. 37 

Of the three responding founders, all were males with 

incomes in 1946 of no less than $15,000. This is not 

surprising in light of all the literature which states that 

such schools were not founded until there existed a clear 

ability to maintain and fund a private institution. $15,ooo 

in 1946 was a very comfortable income. Other founders may 

have been far wealthier. A strong, stimulating force behind 

the birth of the school, once a need for its use was 

established, was Martin Feld, a manufacturer of knitted 

goods. His was an industry which was dominated by family­

controlled companies, which formed a community that Feld 

constantly called upon for contributions to his cause. 

Rabbi Elias Charry served with Feld as a founder and 

subsequently, on the Board of Directors; while not wealthy 

himself, he was instrumental in organizing parlor meetings 

among his congregants and others to raise funds. At an 

early board meeting, the members themselves decided to tax 

themselves in order to keep Akiba solvent. 

The three founders providing information for this study 
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Were all involved in Jewish education throughout their 

careers. They were all Conservative and immigrants to this 

country from Russia. They considered themselves generally 

less observant than their parents and grandparents, but were 

Sabbath observant and better educated than their parents h ad 

been. All were graduates of the Jewish Theological seminary 

in New York city. 

Of the three respondents, only one lived within walking 

distance of close relatives (extended family). Two lived in 

Jewish communities, while one lived in a predominantly 

Gentile neighborhood. All agreed that their local public 

schools were good. 

None of their own children attended the school. In one 

case the children were grown; in another, the children's 

knowledge of Hebrew had far surpassed the entry level of 

Akiba•s seventh grade class. These men were committed 
I 

according to their own comments or those of their children, 

because of their belief in the concept of Klal Yisrael (one 

Jew bearing responsibility for his fellow Jew) and to the 

neect for day school education . 

The three founders agreed in their ranking of issues 

that the need for Jewish continuity was most important to 

them. To a man they stated that their involvement with 

Akiba was motivated by their expectation that, as an 

institution, it would provide Jewish continuity. Four out 

of the six parents answering also ranked continuity as their 
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primary reason for sending their children to Akiba, with two 

of the parents ranking it second and third in importance. 

Seven of the eleven students ranked continuity as the most 

important factor influencing their parents, while the other 

four ranked it second, third, and fourth, with one student 

responding that he truly did not know how to rank the issues 

II • in loco parentis." 

While faculties do not always play a role in the 

establishment of an institution, their perceptions about the 

school have great effect on the institution. The two men 

and one woman responding thought that the founders 

established the school and parents chose it in 1946 because 

they were concerned with the preservation of Jewish 

continuity, and because they wanted their children to learn 

Hebrew and study Bible. All three believed that both the 

Hebrew language and Bible were extensions and catalysts for 

continuity. An original student who began in 1946, Mindelle 

Goldstein, who later taught at Akiba and was also a parent 

there, stated that greater need for ethnic identity, the 

importance of learning Hebrew as a language, and Bible study 

were all integral to providing Jewish continuity.
38 

This ranking of Hebrew language/Bible as second in 

importance by parents and faculty was also true for the 

three founders. such ranking seems reasonable, since it 

would be Hebrew language and Bible study that provide links 

to the past and enhances the continuity for the future. 
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Repeated emphasis on the importance of teaching Hebrew 

language suggests that the imminent creation of a Jewish 

state in 1948, with Hebrew as its language, played no small 

role in the founders' desire to make sure the next 

generation would acquire fluency. 

For these founders, the integrated secular and Jewish 

education under one roof was third in importance, while 

social pressure and status symbol were ranked least in 

importance. 

The founders had strong convictions and were passionate 

about establishing a school not because it was considered 

the socially accepted thing to be doing nor because they 

Were seeking a fancy "prep" institution; they were 

Passionately concerned with preserving Jewish identity. 

The fact that only one of the three founders lived 

close to relatives, and one already lived in a neighborhood 

that was predominantly Gentile, also suggests that 

Preserving Jewish continuity was an important concern. No 

longer were they living in crowded neighborhoods filled only 

With other Jews; they had contact with other immigrant 

groups, with Gentiles, and they were not ignoring the new 

American environment. 

While the three founders providing information had 

educated religious backgrounds themselves (two were rabbi s , 

one a dean of Gratz College and director of the Council of 

Jewish Education) and could certainly have trans mitte d tha t 



99 

knowledge to their own children, they probably were not 

representative of the majority of the founders. These 

three, however, succeeded in convincing others of the 

importance of having their children learn from knowledgeabl e 

teachers, understand what made them different from their 

non-Jewish classmates in public schools, and develop 

. t. . d. ff 39 pos1 1ve feelings about those 1 erences. 

Whereas conflict with, and suspicion of, public 

schooling is cited as the catalyst to the development of 

Catholic education, that seems not the case with Jewish 

education in Philadelphia in 1946 . Public schools were 

highly regarded by this group and nowhere is there an 

indication on any returned questionnaires of any discomfort 

with them. The children of these three founders were the 

products of public education . 

And whereas other historians see the public school as 

an "Americanization agent," for these three immigrants (in 

1946), the establishment of a Jewish institution providing 

an integrated secular/Jewish curriculum was certainly not 

un-American. Providing an integrated, secular Jewish 

education was ranked third in importance by the founders and 

highest by the parents. It is clear that there existed a 

concern with finding time within the school day to teach 

both general studies and Jewish studies curricula. In 

response to this concern, Jewish materials were to be 

integrated into the teaching of all ge neral subjects 



(secular). The split in the pupil's mind, between his 

general and Jewish education, would thus be eliminated . 

And, if skillfully done, the program at Akiba would 

represent the equivalent of several hours more a week 

devoted to Jewish learning without any extra burden. Most 

important to the founders was the great saving of time and 

effort spent in comparison to attending two schools; a 

Public one and a Hebrew school/Talmud Torah. It was the 
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intention of the founders that this additional time would be 

able to be used for athletics. 

Akiba's program added one and a half hours of 

instruction per day to the four and a half hours of actual 

instruction which most students were receiving in public 

high schools and junior high schools of Philadelphia in 

1946. Thus, there were eight class periods of forty-five 

minutes each, sessions running from 8:45 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. 

including lunch. Three periods a day were devoted to Jewish 

studies directly, making almost ten hours per week of actual 

classroom instruction in these subjects. In addition, the 

subjects marked with asterisks on the appended original 

schedule permitted large amounts of Jewish materials to be 

introduced in connection with them, so that Social Studies, 

for instance also included Jewish History and civics; music , 

included liturgical and modern Palestinian and Jewish folk 

tunes; art included Jewish art motifs and Jewish artists.40 

The time saved by attending just one school for both 



101 

Jewish and secular education could then be utilized to full 

advantage for recreation or the pursuit of other interests. 

Each of the parents responding to the questionnaire revealed 

the importance of providing for athletics within the school 

day. Three of the six specifically mentioned that a public 

school day and supplementary school in late afternoon left 

little time for athletics or other interests, such as 

Playing an instrument. The Akiba schedule provided for a 

one-and-a-half hour block of time at least once a week for 

Physical education within the school day. 

The founders and faculty cited diversity and the 

incorporation thereof into a community day school as being 

significant. "It was an opportunity to teach in a Jewish 

atmosphere, but not a narrow one," wrote Mrs. Jacob 

Schachter. "It was a school where students could learn 

Jewish sources (Bible, Talmud, Jewish history) and Hebrew 

together with other Jewish children of varying backgrounds 

and learn to respect Judaism and each other,"she 

continued. 41 

Eduardo Rauch, in his research, has pointed out that 

Jewish day schools in the ninteen-forties and thereafter may 

be a reflection of a move from an ideology favoring 

h d · • 42 omogeneity to a greater tolerance of iversity. Akiba 

Was, indeed, a pioneer in this effort, educating students 

from all denominations of Judaism and endeavoring to see 

that those students receive a variety of religious 
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experiences and become respectful of those experiences . 

One of the founders, Simon Greenberg ranked continuity 

With Bible study as equally important, followed by greater 

need for expression of religion, desire for integrated, 

secular, and religious education, and providing moral and 

ethical standards. It is interesting that the other two 

founders ranked moral and ethical standards as being third 

in importance on their questionnaires. All three agreed 

that symbol of status, social pressure to conform to 

friends, buffer against intermarriage, longer school day in 

one institution, and loss of faith in public schools played 

no role whatsoever in their efforts to establish the school. 

Of the twenty-one original families that sent their 

children to Akiba in September of 1946, six parents and/or 

their children in loco parentis, (two parents actually 

responded and four children in loco parentis) responded to 

the questionnaire. All had been engaged in occupations such 

as clothing store manager, pharmacist, social worker (second 

family income), teacher (second family income), men's 

clothing manufacturer, all earning not less than $15,000 per 

Year and able to pay tuition. The $15,000 a year income was 

a combined total in the case of the teacher and social 

Worker. Only one female respondent mentioned needing a 

full-day program for her children since both she and her 

husband worked. several parents commented that "they didn't 

think along those lines then," i.e., of needing child care. 
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All six respondents wrote that they respected the 

founders of the school, and that while they considered 

"s . 
oc1a1 pressure" and "status symbol" as the least important 

factors in deciding to send their children, the fact that 

the founders were prominent was important and gave 

credibility to the institution. "The founders were men we 

respected, and we had faith in their goals," wrote one child 

.in_loco parentis. 43 It should be noted here that the data 

retrieved from children responding for parents reflects only 

What the children surmised their parents were thinking. 

All families responding had been intact (no divorce), 

three were first generation American, two were second 

generation, and one was an immigrant. Only one of the 

families had been orthodox, three were Conservative, and two 

Were unaffiliated. In most cases, they were less observant 

than their parents had been, but all were intensely 

Zionistic. "I've been a Zionist all my life, long before 

Hitler, and am deeply concerned with Jewish survival," wrote 

0 ne mother. 44 

Two of the families were Sabbath observant, and one 

Parent commented that he became so after he retired since 

his occupation prevented him from such observance and 

earning a living had been of primary importance. Only three 

of the six lived within walking distance of grandparents and 

relatives and four of the six lived in Jewish 
I 

neighborhoods. Three of the six had had no formal Jewish 
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education themselves, but all six felt that it was important 

for their children to receive a formal Jewish education 

Other than in supplementary school. The three responded: 

"It was an opportunity to send my son to a 
school where a real Jewish education was 
possible." 

"The Hebrew education my son had 
received for the six years prior to 
attending Akiba (twice a week after 
school and on Sunday) was woefully 
inadequate. " 

"This was the best possible answer to an 
intensive, secular Jewish education, 
both of which are of the highest 
priority for high school students. 1145 

Providing an integrated, secular Jewish education was ranked 

highest by the parents, with continuity and study of Bible 

and Hebrew tying for second place. Their responses lead to 

the conclusion that the Israel factor was very much on their 

minds, that Hebrew as a language was very important to them 

(although three of the six could not themselves speak 

Hebrew), that the study of Bible was important for 

continuity and that while they did not express concern about 

intermarriage, they were determined to pass on a strong 

Jewish heritage. These were families living in close-in 

suburbs of Philadelphia and Philadelphia itself; they 

regarded their neighborhoods for the most part as Jewish, 

but still wanted a good Jewish education for their 

teenagers. 

From the twenty-one original students, twelve responses 
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out of seventeen contacted, were received; nine men, three 

women. Among those, four were and are orthodox, three were 

Conservative and continue to be, one was Conservative and is 

now Reconstructionist, two were Conservative and are now 

Reformed, and two are unaffiliated. 

Three are rabbis, two are physicians, one is a dentist, 

one a social worker, one a mohel (performs circumcision, as 

did his father), one a food technologist, and three are 

teachers (two in areas related to Jewish education, and one 

on university-level English.) In the main, this group is a 

professional one, as opposed to the businessmen their 

parents were. 

Of the twelve students, nine responded that their 

parents had arrived in this country during the early part of 

the century (1902-1926), from Russia or Poland, though two 

were from Palestine. The remaining three students' parents 

had been born in the United States, making them second­

generation Americans. Nine responded that their own parents 

were less observant than their grandparents had been because 

of pressure of assimilation and occupation, while four saw 

themselves as being more observant than their parents coming 

closer to where their grandparents had been. six were 

similar in level of observance to their parents, and two 

were less, particularly since their parents had become more 

observant as time went on. 

The group was fairly evenly divided as to the proximity 
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of their extended families. Seven did not live near 

grandparents, aunts or uncles, while five remember living 

Within walking distance of their grandparents. This 

Percentage of families not living near close relatives seems 

reflective of the moves occurring in the ninteen-forties 

away from the old neighborhood. Five thought that their 

PUblic schools were good, two said that they were poor, two 

thought they were average, and three said they varied from 

neighborhood to neighborhood. They all commented, however 

as to why they thought their parents chose to send them to 

Akiba. 

"To receive an intensive Jewish education." 

"To enhance and perpetuate my religious 
and cultural heritage." 

"My parents were very much involved in 
Jewish life activities, and the day 
school was fortunately, available. My 
dad was a consultant to the founders of 
Akiba. 11 

"Being Rabbi's children, my parents felt we'd 
be most comfortable in this environment." 

"Did not want to subject me to 
Philadelphia Public School System and 
additional afternoon Hebrew school." 

"I requested it." 

"For a complete, well-rounded Anglo­
Judeo education." 

"They wanted me to receive the finest 
and broadest Jewish education possible." 

"To afford me a better Jewish education 
and provide me with a deeper sense of 

' 
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Jewish identification." 

"Actually, my parents.were less interested in t he 
Hebrew program than in a good progressive school 
program. They felt they found it in Akiba . " 

"At the time it was a compromise -- I 
wanted to go to Palestine (1946) to study 
agriculture and live on a kibbutz." 

"Rabbi Elias Charry recruited my parents 

and me. "
46 

The perceptions of the students with regard to the 

ranking of motivating factors closely parallel those of 

their parents and founders . They saw the need for Jewish 

continuity as most important with a desire for an integrated 

secular/ religious education next. They ranked status symbol 

and social pressure with a number ten as least important; 

longer school day was relatively unimportant, as was concern 

with intermarriage. These factors also received a "ten" 

ranking. 
Eighteen years after the school's founding, Solomon 

Grayzel, a well-known scholar of Jewish history, published a 

paper entitled, "The Akiba Hebrew Academy -- a Statement of 

its Goals and Methods" in which he provided a setting for 

the school. He presented Akiba as an experiment in the 

coordination of the general American and the specifically 

Jewish cultures. 
rt was clear from the very outset what the founders 
were after. They wanted to create an American J e w 
of the highest type, one wh~ was th~roughly 
identified with Jewry and with Judaism through a 
knowledge of and a love for the culture and the 
traditions of our people; and one who was equa lly 
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identified with a knowledge of and a love for the 
culture and traditions of America. Such a person 
they were certain, would be an integrated Americ~n 
Jew who would sense no conflict between his deep­
seated identification with Judaism and his equally 
deep-seated identification with America and its 

democratic ideals. 
47 

If one wishes to make a judgment about this experiment, 

then a sampling of the comments of student respondents to 

Question 17 of the student Questionnaire is in order. 

Question: 

Responses: 

In your opinion, what.is there about your 
life today that was directly affected by your 
attendance at a community Jewish Day School? 

"The need to.educa~e my own <?hildren.and my 
involvement in Jewish community affairs." 

"Everything. My home was nominally Jewish 
with virtually no religious content except 
for passover and the High Holy Days. There 
is little doubt that I would have drifted 
into an assimilated culture." 

"MY Jewish approach to living, ethics, 

education, etc." 

"A greater integration of religion and daily 

life." 
"I celebrate my capacity to appreciate myself 

and my life daily." 

"I have remained a committed Jew." 

"Just about everything. My ties to Jewis h 
education, my involvement with Jewish 
concerns, including Jewish art, my level of 
observance, my social group, including 
ultimately my marriage to a Rabbi, all qrew 
out of my attendance at Akiba Academy . "~ 

In the 1951-52 yearbook of Akiba, the second gradua ting 

class (those students who began in September, 1947) wrote 

that "most of all we have come to recognize the part pl a y e d 
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by our Jewish heritage in our own lives. The influence of 

the integrated teaching we have received at Akiba will 

Probably remain with us for the rest of our lives . our 

Understanding of the close inter-relationship between the 

Hebrew and secular studies will grow with the years.''~ 

Akiba Hebrew Academy reveals that in 1946 part of 

Philadelphia's Jewish community was seeking to solve the 

dilemma of finding a comfortable balance between separation 

and the loss of identity, of acculturation without total 

absorption, of a desire to belong to America without having 

to betray a Jewish past. Akiba also indicates that the idea 

of the ''community" concept for day school education is 

directly related to the important value of "Klal Yisrael" 

(one Jew bearing responsibility for the well-being of his 

fellow Jew) and to the changing trends in American society. 

The Jewish day school which emerged between 1917 and 

1939 (twenty-eight single ideological Orthodox schools were 

founded during these years) did not need a tolerance of 

diversity in the surrounding society or a concept of 

cultural pluralism or a religious revival. These 

constituents were vehemently concerned with one goal -- that 

of providing an intense orthodox Jewish education for their 

Children. However, the Akiba Hebrew Academy with its 

diverse population seeking a transideological curriculum and 

Philosophy and emanating from homes which were very 

sensitive to their surroundings, did need a welcoming 
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climate which could only be provided by its host society. 

The bold concept as expressed in Akiba's early views 

with regard to religion have become the underpinnings for 

all Community Jewish Day Schools which followed. When 

finally the Network of Community Day Schools convened on 

January 21, 1986 (thirty-eight years after Akiba's 

establishment), Barbara Steinberg, first chairperson of that 

community Day School network issued the following 

philosophical statement: 

The community day school places the responsibility 
to educate for ideology firmly within the realm of 
the home or the synagogue ... The responsibility of 
the school is to provide the students with 
opportunities to learn not only about how people 
function when they believe exactly what the 
students and their families believe, but also to 
learn about how different opinions have been 
developed and expressed and why people hold diverse 
opinions on issues of importance. 50 
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The Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School originated as a 

result of discomfort with Jewish education as it existed in 

1972 in the Washington metropolitan area. In addition to 

many supplementary (afternoon) Hebrew schools, there already 

existed three day schools in Greater Washington, namely, the 

Yeshiva High School (Orthodox), the Solomon Schechter School 

(Conservative), and the Hebrew Academy (Orthodox), none of 

whose philosophies was compatible with those of the men and 

women who wanted to establish an Upper School for the 

Washington area Jewish community. 

These men and women were heirs to a time in which 

ethnic identity was regaining importance in America . They 

were living at a moment in America when ethnic differences 

were being strengthened and reinforced by religious 

differences along a tripartite Protestant, Catholic, and 

Jewish dimension. 1 By the 1960s, and even more so in the 

1970s, religion was becoming a more respectable way of 

maintaining ethnic primary groups than ethnicity itself -- a 

remarkable legacy for Jews to inherit. 

As early as 1959, Will Herberg perceived this turn 

toward religion in America. He cited a 140 percent increase 
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in distribution of Bibles from 1949-1953, in spite of the 

fact that often the very people buying these Bibles could 

not name the first books of the New Testament. Every aspect 

of contemporary religious life reflected this paradox for 

Herberg -- pervasive secularism amid mounting religiosity, 

"the strengthening of the religious structure in spite of 

increasing secularization. America seemed to be at once the 

most religious and the most secular of nations." 2 

By 1960 Herberg was convinced that immigrants to this 

country were expected to change many things about themselves 

as they became American -- nationality, language, culture . 

One thing, however, they were not expected to change was 

their religion. And so it was religion within the third 

generation that became the differentiating element and the 

contact of self-identification and social location. 

Herberg's dedication to his book carried a powerful message 

to Jews and non-Jews in the 1960s and to the founders of the 

Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School: "To the third 

generation upon whose return so much of the future of 

religion in America depends. 113 

Even newcomers to America in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s 

were swept into the arms of an existing third generation, 

whose ethic accepted that to be Protestant, Catholic, or 

Jewish were alternative ways of being American. 

Charles E. Smith, an immigrant to the United States in 

1911, made the following observation in 1970: 
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My feelings about Jewish educa~ion had 
evolved over many years, but since my 
involvement in the community they had 
grown stronger. I realized.that, despite 
years of reading about Judaism my own formal 
Jewish education was inadequate. I also 
realized that Jewish education was absolute l y . . 1 4 necessary to ensure Jewish surviva . 
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His presence among the founders of the school and his 

assumption of the chairmanship of the Jewish Day School's 

facility planning committee guaranteed success. 

The founders were convening at a time when men like 

Charles Leibman, a political scientist, were writing that 

America is very comfortable in accepting and tolerating 

religious identity as a vehicle of self expression. He 

pointed out that while it is alright for a religious group 

to establish an educational system of day schools or 

supplementary schools, it is not alright for a political 

party or a national minority to do so. In the 1970s many 

Americans would probably not have been antagonized by the 

existence of Catholic parochial schools, 5 nor would they 

have objected to enrollment in such schools coming only from 

Catholic homes. They would have found it understandable 

that such schools taught Latin since it was necessary for 

liturgical purposes. But they would not look kindly upon 

Italians establishing their own school systems and limiting 

enrollment only to the children of Italian-born parents or 

grandparents. They would consider such schools divisive and 

un-American, because they did not consider nationality a 
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legitimate basis for exclusiveness. Religious 

exclusiveness, however, was acceptable. 6 This could easily 

be interpreted as a welcome to a Jewish Day School for 

families Who, heretofore, might have been concerned with the 

level of comfort their host society would extend to them. 

In November, 1969, eighteen months after the Six Day 

War in Israel, Hillel Levine a conservative Rabbi and 
I 

doctoral student in sociology at Harvard, speaking to 1,500 

delegates at the General Assembly of the Council of Jewish 

Federations, urged a massive shift of philanthropic funds 

away from hospitals and other secular agencies and into 

support for programs of Jewish education and study. 7 

Such thinking changed the way United Jewish Appeals and 

Federations all over the United states distributed money. 

Within two years of that speech, in 1971, Mr. Meyer 

Brissman, Executive Director of united Jewish Appeal in 

Washington, D.C. called for a study of the status of Jewish 

Education in the metropolitan area. His request resulted in 

an invitation to the American Association for Jewish 

Education (AAJE), now known as Jewish Education Service of 

North America (JESNA), to assist the Washington Jewish 

community in its efforts to improve Jewish education in 

Washington, D.C. Dr. George Pollak, Consultant, Department 

of Community Studies, visited the Washington community on 

November 9, 1971 and decided that of all the issues to be 

looked at, the problems besetting day school education 
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requ · 
ired the greatest attention and financial resources of 

the com . 
munity for the immediate future . Accordingly, the 

/\A.JE 
Was officially requested on January 5, 1971, to proceed 

With the 
Day School phase of the study by the United Jewish 

The mandate as presented to Mr. Pollak and his 

committee called for a study of the needs of the community 

in Jewish 
education as they related to the three day schools 

Which 
already existed, all having been established since 

The specific areas to be studied were: 

a. An evaluation of the operational structure, 

administration, and current and future facilities, 

including possible new locations. 

b. An assessment of the programs existing on all 

levels of the Day Schools, including the viability 

of each school. 

c. An evaluation of the needs of the community in 

light of existing schools and of possible 

additional, new institutions of a similar nature. 

d. An audit of the financial picture of Day School 

education. 

e. An evaluation of the relationship between the 

community and the Day School in terms of guidance, 

supervision and financial subsidy. 

f. An evaluation of methods and techniques of 



g. 

h. 

instruction, curricular content, goals, and 

achievements. 

An examination of enrollment trends. 

Prospects of Day School education in terms of 

ideological and trans-ideological pupil 

populations. 
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i. An inquiry into possible areas of cooperation among 

the day schools. 

Th' is study, begun in 1971, uncovered the fact that 

Whereas th 
ere existed in Washington an all-day institution 

Which 
Offered instruction in Hebrew and secular subjects as 

early as 1861, it was not until 1944 that permanent Jewish 
Day Sh 

c 001 education emerged. 8 More important, a 1967 
Study 

showed that the earlier schools had never enjoyed the 

support of the · d t 11 l d 9 community at large an even ua y c ose. 
ln add' · 

ition, there was a continuing lack of coordination of 
th

e Various institutions, which instead of complementing 
each 

other competed with each other's activities. 10 

While the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School did not 

emerge until 1972, its foundation was laid in the parlor 

meetings 
of 1963 and 1964 from which emanated the Solomon 

Sch 
echter School of Greater Washington, the first school in 

the 
area under auspices other than Orthodox. 11 The group 

asso . 
ciated with the founding of the Solomon Schechter School 

Was re1 · · t igiously heterogeneous. Nevertheless, mos were 
asso . 

ciated with conservative institutions. The older 



children of several of the participants were forced to 

attended the orthodox Hebrew Academy, because Washington 

offered no alternatives. 

It was believed that the time was appropriate for 

initiating an innovative approach to Jewish Day School 

education. The newly-evolved Solomon Schechter Day School 

national organization (under the auspices of the 

Conservative movement -- United Synagogue) was seen as 

providing comfortable guidelines for a group of initiators 

seeking change from the dogmatic approaches held by the 

single ideological, Orthodox schools. 

Carol Holiber was present at the earliest meetings to 

discuss the establishment of a day school in 1963 and again 

in 1964. She remains active to this day as a member of the 

Board of Directors of the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School 

and provides an unbroken historical resource for information 

that is nowhere officially recorded. She reports that in 

the early sixties two kinds of people emerged in the 

forefront of the movement to establish a new Jewish day 

school in Washington. A group of Conservative Jews came 

forward who wanted a Conservative day school and a second 

group emerged who wanted a broad community school. For 

neither of these groups was the existing option of an 

Orthodox day school acceptable. However, for the group 

espousing a broad-based community school, the fact that an 

Orthodox school already existed meant that no support would 

122 
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be forthcoming from that segment of Washington's Jewish 

community. There was not much support from the Reform group 

at that ti'me ei'ther si'nce 't b b · · is rnem ers were eginning to 
th' 

lnk of establishing a school under their own auspices. 
'I'he c 

onservatives emerged as the stronger faction and in 

February, . 1965, a representative of the United Synagogue 
Comm· 

ission on Jewish Education met with the Rabbinical 

Assembly of Greater Washington where it was decided that a 

Conservative 

the Seaboard 

school would be encouraged. The President of 

region of United Synagogue, Mr. Joseph 

Mendelson, undertook the lay leadership of the school, and 

as its f' . irst president, he opened the doors in September, 
1965 

' to seven kindergarten children at the Montgomery 

County Jewish Center (now congregation Ohr Kodesh). From 

its · 
inception, the school aimed to serve as broad a segment 

Of the Washington Jewish community as possible, providing 

Parti 1 a scholarships to those who could not afford the cost 

Of tuit' ion. The result has been as great a degree of 

Social · · · · · · t · th , religious, and financial diversi Yin e parent 

group . 
as would be possible in the Washington Jewish 

community, including numerous Israelis, some attached to the 

Embassy. 12 

During those early years, 1966-1971, there continued to 
bed' 

lscussions, however, among those who never abandoned the 

concept of a community school and as more students 
l:'ep 

resenting the total diversity of Jewish homes (even the 
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orthodox) enrolled each year, those discussion groups grew 

larger. 13 The level of observance of Kashrut and of the 

Sabbath and holidays at the school was sufficiently 

masoretic (according to prescribed halachic law as observed 

by the orthodox) to satisfy the pupil from an Orthodox h ome 
' 

while the approach to a philosophy of religion was broad . 

Not only did the student body represent a broad, diverse 
' 

religious population, but the board began more and more to 

reflect broad segments of the community. 14 

Although there is no formal documentation regarding the 

early Solomon Schechter school, it is evident from the 

interview with Mrs. Holiber that she and several others 

(Roberta Milgram, the principal of Ohr Kodesh Congregational 

school where the original Solomon Schechter school came to 

be housed; Mary Davis, early parent; Joseph Mendelson, first 

president; and Adina Mendelson, early parent) not only 

worked to make the Solomon Schechter school succeed, but 

enthusiastically pioneered the concept of serving a broad 

base of children in an upper school. Most helpful and 

supportive of the idea was Matthew Clark, head of the Jewish 

Education Council, which eventually became the Board of 

Jewish Education of Greater Washington. This lay group, 

along with teachers at the school, never stopped working 

toward the establishment of an upper school and provided the 

stimulus for the 1971 study to be undertaken. 15 

When the Solomon Schechter school opened its doors in 
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1965 it 
Was not clear where the Reform community stood. One 

of Washington's Reform rabbis, Jay Kaufman, made repeated 

Pleas for Rf . 
e orm day schools. "It 1s my conviction," he 

said "that such · d t t' J · h d t· · a min -sa ura 1ng ew1s e uca ion 1s more 

likely i'n 
a day school than in our one day, or two, a week 

l:'el · · 
1.gious school. 1116 Specifically, he called for schools 

Which 
Would roll back creeping assimilation, by producing a 

Youth 
educated in Torah, faithful to Judaism and true to the 

idea1 
s of American democracy. 17 This concern on the part 

of at least some in the Reform segment of the community is 

impo:i:-tant to keep in mind, since no such school was ever 

estab1· 
1.shed under its auspices in Washington. Where then 

Would they choose to send their children? For children of 
Refo:i:-m 

families it would make sense to attend a Conservative 

school rather than a school of orthodox leanings and to hope 
th

at the school would reflect their orientation in the 

cu:i:-:i:-iculum. Beginning in 1965, Reform families did send 
Ch' 

1.ldren to the Solomon Schechter school while working to 

lllake t 
his Conservative institution comfortable for them, 

too. 

According to its Articles of Incorporation, the Solomon 
Sch 

echter School, established in 1965, intended to offer a 

combined Hebrew and secular religious education, including 

the t 
eaching of moral and religious principles of Judaism as 

int 
e:i:-p:i:-eted by the conservative movement, the United 

Synagogue of America and the Rabbinical Assembly of , 
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America. It planned on "instructing and training children 

in their cultural, social and moral heritage from both 

Jewish and American sources in order that such students will 

develop and improve their capabilities as educated citizen s 

of the community."1a 

The basic goal of the school was to instruct Jewish 

children in a unified program in Hebrew and secular 

educat· ion. It sought to enable the students to identify 

re 1g1ous and community group beyond themselves, w· 1th a 1. . 

g development of an early spiritual orientation. As a throu h 

by-product, the aim was to develop in students well-adjusted 

1 1es in order to achieve emotional stability and 
Personal't' 

Personal self-fulfillment. 
19 

The Reform community did indeed find a home for their 

lldren in this school, particularly when it became, in Ch' 

name and recorded philosophy, a community school. In May of 

1973 'Rabbi Joshua o. Haberman, a Reform Rabbi, parent and 

board member at the school, said the following: 

The moral climate in the Jewish Day schools is far 
superior to that of other school systems. In the 
Jewish Day school there is an absence of violence, 
an absence of drug involvement, and the non­
existence of sexual permissiveness which has 
permeated our youth culture. Consequently, this is 
conducive for the development of positive Jewish 

values. 
Jewish values should have the chance to attain full 
flowering, so we can create more whole-body and 
whole-soul Jews -- not fractured Jews. we want 
people who are rooted in Jewish culture, yet are a 
part of the American scene and able to contribute 
to the mosaic of America. We must do our utmost to 
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create this human product. 

This means there is a need for a high prior i t y for 
educating Jewish youth, who will be able to draw on 
Jewish sources ... In this respect, none can match 
the success of the Jewish day schools. It provides 
the proper environment. It requires a high 
commitment to Jewish values. Other forms of Jewish 
education are valid, but they cannot equal the 
standards of the day schools. 

I am extremely happy that we are able to unite in 
the Day School all branches of Judaism, Reform, 
Conservative and orthodox, thus giving it a broad 
community base. I have found more people in my own 
congregation who are looking with respect to the 
Day School as the place to send their children.

20 

By 1970-71 the Solomon Schechter population had grown 

to 1 61 children, kindergarten through grade five. The 

k' 1ndergarten and grade one children met at Temple Sholom, 

lle grades two through five were at Temple Ohr Kodesh. rt Wh' 

beca me clear 
from the founding of the school in the fall of 

1965 that a 
single physical plant was needed. By 1971 both 

the enrollment and the number of classes had increased. To 

ion successfully and to develop further as a unique funct· 

institut · · d t ion, it was officially determine hat a new 

bui1a· ing was essential. 
21 

In March 1971 the oay school study Committee and the 

Dnit ed Jewish Appeal Executive met to discuss the 

cont . ributions by day schools to the Jewish Community and to 

soc· iety at large, the reputation of the day schools, the 

Possib'l' i ity for communal financial aid and attitudes toward 

the f ounding of additional day schools, including the 



-- --------

128 

possibility of one or more under the auspices of the Reform 

group. 22 Among those present were representatives of 

Orthodox, conservative, Reform, and secular organiza tions. 

There were gathered business leaders, various types of 

professionals, rabbis, and an array of communal 

functionaries, under the chairmanship of Charles M. Pascal, 

Co-Chairman of the Day school Survey Committee. Also 

present were Rabbi Clark and Dr. Pollak. The participants 

expressed concern about the receptivity of the Jewish 

community to the day school and the degree to which 

cooperation might be forthcoming. Mr. Charles E. Smith, a 

successful Washington builder with a strong interest in 

Jewish education, proposed the establishment of a bicultural 

day school for all groups within Judaism which would be a 

model institution for other communities.
23 

At this same meeting, Dr. Max Kossow stressed the need 

for an upper school where Hebrew, Jewish history 

incorporating the establishment of the state of Israel, and 

religion would be taught more effectively than it was at the 

time. Among his suggestions was that of a single school 

building with parallel sections for the three religious 

groups (Orthodox, Conservative, Reform), which resembled in 

principle the simultanshule of Weimar, Germany, wherein 

religious instruction was given in separate classes for the 

respective religious groups. Rabbi Hillel Klavan of the 

Ohev Shalom Talmud Torah Congregation, and president of the 
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Rabb' , 
1.n1.ca1 Council of Washington, opposing such a plan , 

stres d 
se the uniqueness of the Orthodox ideology of the 

liebr 
ew Academy and warned that nothing must be done "to 

cornprom1.· se 1.· ts status. 1124 t d t He was no rea y o merge that 
alread . . 

Y existing Orthodox school with an institution where 
Ch' 

1.ldren of all Jewish denominations might attend. 

Dr. Isaac Franck, executive director of the Jewish 

Community 
Council, with which the Board of Jewish Education 

Was aff. . 
1.11.ated, stated that many opposed the Hebrew Academy , 

Purportedly because of their feeling that it segregated 

itself from contacts with the non-Orthodox by reason of its 
Policy of "narrowness and provincialism. 1125 However, he 
Viewed the success of the Conservative Solomon Schechter Da y 

School si'nce 1965 · f t t f th as a sign o grea er accep ance o e 
Pr ' 

1.nciples of day school education. Dr. Franck sensed less 

Of a fear of self-segregation than heretofore and a 

reduct1.· on of · th · · t · general oppostion to is more in ensive form 

Of Jewish education. He saw Jewish parents searching fo r a 

better Jewi'sh th · h ' ld t b t th education for eir c i ren o com a e 
irnp 

act of the New Left, alienation, the drug culture, and 
s· 
lmilar tendencies in the America of 1971. 26 

At a follow-up meeting, Dr. Max Kossow made a case for 

a cornrnunity day school with common instruction, on a non -

ideo1 . . 
og1.ca1 basis, of Hebrew and Jewish history, but with 

sePar · 
ate teaching of religion in accordance with the 

respective convictions. Mr. William Levy of the Jewish 

' ' 
1,, ' 

! : 

" ' 
11,: 

,, 

"'I 
'/ 

11r:: ,, 
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Community Council, representing the Reform perspective, 

Pointed out that his group had dropped its opposition to day 

schools in principle, and now favored a community, rather 

a single denominational Reform day school. This than . 

support from the Reform community caused the conference to 

conclude with a call to the community to support a single 

school f 27 or the moderates of all religious groups. 

On May 21, 1971, Charles E. smith met with Mr. Wiseman 

and stated that d ht . , "The community nee s w a is good for the 

Jority, and it will not support a day school based on the ma· 

Prine· 1 w ip es and practices of strict orthodoxy." To his 

way of thinking, the community needed a unified Jewish 

educational system, which would be supported "in a big way." 

visioned a school n
0

f the Solomon Schechter type" which He en .. 

Would emphasize the Hebrew language and culture and "would 

identify wi' th Israel." 
Repeatedly he stressed that communal 

ort would not be forthcoming for a school serving only supp 

"a seg . 1 t · 29 ment" of the Jewish popu a ion. 

To obtain further information on the needs of the 

commu · · th n1ty with regard to Jewish education, e Day School 

Y Committee sent out a postcard questionnaire in May of Stua 

1971 t o parents within the Greater Washington community. 

This 1'nstrument t t tw thousa d f ·1· was mailed to wen y- 0 n ami ies 

emailing list of the united Jewish Appeal. on th 

Approximately sixteen hundred responses were received within 

twenty days of the mailing. of the total responses, many 
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Were from respondents who had no children, but who expressed 
an op· . 

inion about establishing or maintaining day schools. 
One th 0 usand responded in the negative, expressing no 
interest . 

in day school education, but three hundred and 

seventy expressed an interest in day schools. Of those, 

only two hundred and · · t d fifty-nine responses represen e new 

expressions of interest. The committee found that schools 

Of specific ideological positions, i.e., Orthodox and 
:Reform . 

, interested only forty-three families. A school of 

any combination of conservative and other ideological 
Philo . 

sophies was acceptable to the majority of respondents, 

giving an indication of the desirability of a truly communal 

day School. 30 

According to George Pollak the responses also indicated 
that 

Parents were interested in a school which would have a 

junior hi'gh . l and high schoo. To the committee it became 

Clear th · , that in view of what they saw as e deteriorating 

educational and social condition of the public schools, the 

need for day schools would become greater in time. In 

addit· 
lon, the consensus emerging from the responses was that 

a Shift had been taking place in Jewish circles from 

interest in public schools to private schools. The 

committee also discovered that there was a growing 

rea1· 
ization that the conventional afternoon school with only 

a few hours of instructional time had not fulfilled the 

hopes . 
Vested in it, and the education received there was 
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insufficient. several of the founders made the deemed . 

following statements in 1971. 

"I was not thrilled with sending my children to a 
public school followed by an afternoon or Sunday 
morning Hebrew school; I was thrilled with the idea of 
a community Jewish day school and was happy to serve as 

a founding board member." 

"The 1971 study was my mandate to move ahead in 
the endeavor to establish a community school. It 
appealed to me precisely because of its community 
nature, serving as a unifying force of all segments of 
the Jewish community and manifesting the concept of 

'Klal Yisrael'." 

"I was attracted to the concept of a community school 
as an institution devoted to inculcating the cultural 
spiritual, and ethical values of the Jewish people and 
to fostering an appreciation for Jewish religious 
practice, to the point where students of their own 
Volition will affilite, within the breadth of the 
denominational spectrum they find most comfortable. r 
wanted such an insitiution to assure that my progeny 
would lead a creative Jewish life." 

"I wanted a community school for my own children and 
was thrilled with sending my children and was thrilled 
th~t Washington wanted such an institution, too. Before 
this, we sent our children to an orthodox school as 
there were no options available in the city where we 

lived. 1131 

At the end of the study, George Pollak emphasized the 

Point o · t 1 th d n which there was agreemen, name Y, e nee for a 

a vanced form of Jewish education or more Jewish more d . f 

Child ren and adolescents if the Washington Jewish community 

Was to ensure its existence. 32 He recommended that the 

Great er Washington Jewish community begin to furnish 

f' inancial aid to the oay schools. He further recommended 

that . . an 1deolog1callY unaligned Junior High Day School and 
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Senior High Day School be initiated covering Grade seven 

through Twelve. Such a communal school should be 

established by the central agency of Jewish education and 

the Board of Jewish Education, which would establish 

policies and standards. The school would be governed by a 

Board of Trustees representing the various denominational 

groups, the community at large, the United Jewish Appeal 

leadership, the Jewish Community Council and the Board of 

Jewish Education. For such a school to be established , 

adequate facilities should be secured through community 

funds. The committee also recommended that financial 

support be provided to the Hebrew Academy and the Solomon 

Schechter Day School, although not to the Yeshiva High 

School which was judged to be an inviable institution, 33 

not meeting the standards of accreditation as set forth by 

the State of Maryland. 

According to Carol Holiber, the development of the 

Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School had most of its roots in 

the desires of people (only some of whom were officers of 

agencies such as United Jewish Appeal) who believed in 

strong Jewish education for children not under strictly 

Orthodox auspices. These people were often educators 

themselves, lay as well as religious leaders, afternoon 

Hebrew school teachers and rabbis. The majority of the 

people who were very active in the development of this 

school were not all leaders in the establishment sense, i.e. 
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they v,1ere not representatives of the United Jewish Appeal or 

Federation of 
Jewish Philanthropies or major philanthropists 

th
emselves, but they did the work, laid the foundation and 

Per
s

uaded members of the establishment to join them. 
C . 
ritica1 to the cause, according to Mrs. Holiber, was the 

role of the 
professional educators who worked in the school 

from i· ts . 
inception as a Solomon Schechter institution: 

There was no way that the school would have 
evolved into the institution it has become 
v,1ithout the dedicated investment on the part of 
the people who worked in the school. These were 
the people who caused the 1971 study to be 
undertaken by the UJA and moved the community to 
act. 34 

The founders of the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School 
art· 

iculated that not only were they responding to a study 
that 

concluded that day school education had become 

essent· 1 . ia in providing for the survival of Judaism in the 

that only this form of education would be able 
d' laspora and 

to Provide a meaningful experience in applying the 

traditions of Judaism to modern American life, but that they 
V'lere 

strongly committed to a plurastic environment concerned 

V'li th broader · · t t 35 community in eres s. In this they were 

confirmed by the 1971 study, which produced evidence that 

V'lhat 
v,1as being sought was an institution where all 

deno · 36 minations could be comfortably accommodated. Most 

importantly, for there to be a possibility of a first-rate 
day 

School at the higher grades, it was deemed essential 
that 

a11 segments of the Jewish community pull together to 
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the m . 
aximum extent. The institution must have the i mage of 

a Place Where all denominations may be comfortably 

accommodated. Pollak cited examples in Rochester a nd 
11· 

J.lwaukee where such institutions were operating and had 

flourished to the benefit of the community. 37 

On December 16, 1971, the final meeting of the United 

Jewish Appeal of Greater Washington, Inc., was held and 

chaired by Morris Rodman. The minutes reflected the 

conclusion that "day school education in the Greater 

Washington area is to be recognized as the responsibility of 
th

e J ewi· sh l l t · community, that a communa e emen ary, Junior 
h' 

l.gh, and senior high day school be organized and operated, 

a
nd 

that a Capital Funds Committee be established by UJA to 

develop plans for housing this school."~ 

In September 1972 twelve students in grade seven met at 
th

e Jewi· sh t d E t Community Center on Mon rose an as Jefferson 
st

reets in Rockville. They were joined by seventeen 
st

udents in grade six, while the kindergarten through fifth 

grades · remained 

in Chevy Chase. 

at Ohr Kodesh Congregation and Temple Shalom 

The Upper School began in 1972 as a 

commu · h ht h nity school; the lower Solomon Sc ec er Sc ool was 
inv· 

J.tect to become the elementary division of the larger 

commu · nity school in 1973. 39 

The concept endorsed by the UJA Federation and 

subscribed to by the school was that the pluralism reflected 

in th · t t · f t e general Jewish community was represen a ive o he 



136 

spectrum of pupils attracted and in accor d with the 

educational principles that had been formulated over time. 

Since it was a communal school, the Jewish Day School 

directorship included members of the entire Jewish 

community. A curriculum was put in place whose objectives 

were the creation of knowledgeable and committed Jews and 

American citizens. The high school provided a full range of 

general courses and Jewish curriculum including both 

traditional courses in Bible, Hebrew Language, Jewish 

history, values and Talmud, alongside modern courses on 

Israel, contempory Jewish philosophy and Jewish 

identification. The entire school, kindergarten through 

twelfth grade, attempted to integrate the Judaic and general 

studies components into a unified educational program. 40 

As an institution with a Klal Yisrael approach, the 

religious atmosphere in the school was one that permitted 

each student, regardless of religious background, to fulfill 

and enrich his/ her views and understanding of Judaism. The 

school sought to develop a sense of pride in Jewishness and 

a feeling of identity with the Jewish people. The religious 

ideological views of all elements of the Jewish community 

were respected. While there was no attempt to impose any 

particular religious philosophy, enough traditional 

observance with regard to kashrut was mandated so that a 

child coming from an Orthodox home would also feel 

comfortable (for example, all foods and lunches brought from 
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home needed to 
be dairy to avoid any halachic dietary 

questions.) 41 

On September 19, 1974, an official merger occurred 
joining t 

he (Upper) Jewish Day School of Greater Washington, 

lnc., and the Solomon Schechter School of Greater 

Washington 
, D.c., Inc. As a result, the primary (or 

elementary) educational program previously carried out under 
the s 0 1°mon Schechter school was extended to the secondary 
level 

consisting, at first, of a junior high -- which like 
its 1 e ementary counterpart added grades in successive years --

and, subsequently, on up to the twelfth grade. 

The Federation's enthusiastic support, coinciding with 

a Period of greater local involvement on the part of that 
O:t-ga . 

nization, was reflected in a pledge to provide financial 
assist 

ance similar to that afforded other delegate agencies. 

ln :t-eturn the community school designation gave rise to a 

nei., name 
, the Jewish Day School, to reflect the intended 

tvider · 
institutional appeal. This, in turn, spurred on still 

greater growth than had been the case in earlier years. 

By the mid-1970s the school was housed in three 
10cat· 

ions. The lower division operated in a two facility 
comp1 

ex consisting of congregation Ohr Kodesh (Silver 
Spi-· 

ing), and nearby Temple Shalom, with seven sections at 
the 

former location and four at the latter. 

Certain facilities such as offices, library, music and 
art 

rooms, were duplicated at each of these religious 
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institut· 1.ons. 

The upper division, incorporating the expanding junior 
high 

group, was initially established at the Jewish 

Community Center at Montrose Road (Rockville). Because it 

Conti 
nuect to grow along with the overall pupil enrollment at 

the l 
e ementary level, it was necessary before long to 

relocate to another facility. Because the then-available 
opt· 

1.ons consisted of shared space in buildings not expressly 
des· 

1.gnect for t d l f · · school purposes, a grea ea o 1.mprov1.sation 
Was 1 c early called for. 

The momentum to provide new accommodations for the 
School 

Was temporarily set back by the Yorn Kippur War in 
1973 

anct its aftermath. The Jewish community was heavily 

affected by those events and focused much of its efforts on 

overseas aid. This meant that previously established, 

amb·t· 1 
1.ous capital fund-raising targets for the school would 

have t 0 be modified downward. As a result, only a tentative 

space commitment on the order of 45,000 square feet was 

e
st

ablished for the Montrose Road site. That commitment, 

howev 
er, eventually served to guide efforts associated with 

a ,, 
new building" a few years thereafter, when momentum once 

aga· 
1.n returned and specific actions were initiated. 42 

Counting the initial construction (completed in 1976) 

and th 
ree subsequent expansions of 14,000 square feet 

(
1987

), 19,000 square feet (1982), and 28,000 square feet 

(l
99 o), respectively, the total school plant "under roof" 
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eventu l 
a ly came to almost 61,000 square feet. 

In 1972 Charles E. Smith became chairman of the Jewish 

Day School's facility planning committee on 
th

at the school be for all Jews: Orthodox, 

the condition 

Reformed 
, unaffiliated, and non-practicing. At the first 

Conservative, 

camp · 
aign dinner of the school, Mr. Smith expressed his views 

on the importance of Jewish education. 

I believe that the survival of the Jews will not 
depend on orthodox, conservative, or reform 
Judaism, but on Judaism or no Judaism. There is an 
alarming ignorance among Jews concerning their 
history, culture, tradition, and ~alues. A people 
without a tradition is a people without hope . 43 

In October of 1980, in honor of his service to the 

community and to the school the Board of Directors renamed 
the · 

institution the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School and 
Co' 

incident with that change, the school also added a Hebrew 
refe 

rence to Mr. smith, "Beit Midrash Tzuriel'' (the Charles 

E. Sm~th « 
~ House of Learning). 

The Charles E. smith Jewish Day School evolved from the 
8010

mon Schechter School of Greater Washington. However, 
th

e 0 riginal founders of the Solomon Schechter school (1965) 

~ere not contacted for this study unless they were still 
act· 

ive during the transition period in 1971-1972 when the 

Upper school was established as a community school. Of the 

ten founders contacted, six responded, four male, two 

female. The six respondents were a highly professional 

group; three attorneys, two economists, and one social 
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Worker W1'th salar1.'es rang1.' ng $ from 25,000 to $50,000 in 
1972. 

For that time, these were very comfortable salaries 

we11 Withi'n the 
range of an ability to pay tuition . In 

contrast to the founders of Akiba, not one of these people 
Wasp . 

rofess1.onally involved in Jewish education . Four were 
conserv t· 

a ive, one was reformed, and one was unaffiliated 

Clearly a pluralistic representation of the Jewish 

connnuni t y. 

Two believed they were more observant than their 

Parents had been, two were less and two were the same . At 

least two 
commented that although they were less observant 

th
ey Were better educated. All six had good Jewish 

ectucat· 
ions; one had graduated from the Jewish Theological 

Sem· 
1.nary, one from the Hebrew University, four from Talmud 

Torah followed · d f t d · I l by short per1.o so s u Y 1.n srae. Three 

responded that they were more "traditional" than their 

grandparents had been (rejected the word observant) because 

Of the strong acculturation process taking place during 
the· 

1.r grandparents' early years in the United States. A 

contributing factor cited was their grandparents' need to 

adapt to the various pressures of trying to earn a living 

a
nd 

make ends meet in a rapidly changing world at the turn 

Of the century. Two of the respondents were second 

gener t . f . t t . 45 a ion Americans, four were 1.rs genera ion. 

For this group of founders, as was the case with those 

founders at Akiba, a community school meant maintaining an 

I 

I 



unaffiliated, pluralistic status; providing a dual , 

integr t 
a ed education; having an independent board; and 

espou . 
sing cultural, spiritual and ethical values , 

Particularly that of "Klal Yisrael." 
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In their own words, the founders described their vision 

Of 
th

e Charles E. smith Jewish Day School as an institution 
vii th . 

an independent board of directors composed of members 

Of a11 five groups (Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, 
:Recon t . 

s ructionist and unaffiliated) and not affiliated with 
any sp .. 

ecific national organization. The board was to serve 
as a 

Unifying force of all segments of the Jewish community. 
In d 

a dition, the six respondents all agreed that such a 

school should inculcate an appreciation for Jewish religious 

Practice to the point where students of their own volition 

v.Tould affiliate within the breadth of the denominational 

spectrum where they felt most comfortable. 

The founders joined an already existing board of 
d' 
lrectors of the Solomon Schechter School to help develop a 

Jev1· h 
ls community high school because they were adamant about 

e
st

ablishing such a community school, which was nowhere to 

be found in the Washington metropolitan area. They were 

Unanimously opposed 

for th . 
eir children, 

Ch' 
lldren in 1972 to 

to only Sunday school Jewish education 

and all but one of the six sent their 

the first seventh grade class or to a 
lat 

er class. The one founder whose children did not attend, 

~ade that decision because his children had started at t h e 
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Hebr ew Academy, and he allowed them to remain there. 

Each founder stated that the local public schools were 

most par, t e excep ion being some in excellent for the t h t' . 

Washington 
, D.C., itself. However, they were desirous of a 

curriculum which would assure maintenance of Jewish second 

heritage and religion for the next generation and re-

acqui . sition of such heritage for those children whose homes 

had already lost it. 

The six founders lived in communities that were 

Predominantly Gentile, although comfortable for Jews. The 

majority 
(four out of six) no longer lived near relatives. 

claimed that their neighborhoods were providing any 
And none 

sort of 46 Jewish ethnic or religious atmosphere. 

In their ranking of factors important in the founding 

of 
th

e school, this group ranked provision of an integrated 

and religious education highest with study of Bible, secular . 

w, creation of ethnic identity and Jewish continuity Hebre 

tying for second place. 

For this group of founders the importance of moral and 

eth' ical values emerged in third place . This was an area 

Jews were becoming concerned with. The lack of ethical that . 

(va1u es) education in the public school curriculum was on 

eir minds. As early as 1953, Marvin Fox began arguing for th . 

a geniunely distinctive Jewish school opposing the strong 

in public schools toward the philosophy of scientific trena . 

natural' ism. 
He suggested that the day school become an 
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important bulwark against the terrible moral confusion of 

the time and felt that the development of moral sensitivity 

Was something the public school simply could not teach. 47 

Least important for this group, just as it had been for 

the founders of Akiba, was status symbol and pressure. Not 

one founder felt pressured by friends to conform by sending 

their children or to join the group because it was the 

correct thing to do "socially." Interest in a longer school 

day Was not a factor either. 

Of the original six parents of seventh graders in 1972 

who Were contacted, only two responded who provided new 

information, since four of the others were already among the 

founders. Both of these respondents were male, a rabbi and 

an engineer with incomes in 1972 ranging from $35,000 to 

$SO, ooo+. Both were conservative, second-generation 

Americans, one more observant and one less than his parents. 

Neither lived near relatives. One lived in a Gentile 

neighborhood, the second in an area "open to Jews." Both 

believed that their public schools were excellent, but both 

wanted more than just a good secular education. The rabbi 

had been a member of the original class of students at Akiba 

in Philadelphia. For him, there were no other options for 

the education of his children once a community school had 

come into existence. 

Of the factors that were of greatest importance to 

them, once again the need for an integrated, secular/ 
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religious educati'on 
and study of Hebrew and Bible were 

highest, whi'le 
social pressure and status symbol were least 

important. 

Was ranked 
equally as low as the latter factors. There also 

Was little 
concern about intermarriage. What emerged as a 

result of conversations with several of the parents was an 

For one of the parents, need for ethnic identity 

echo Of Charles E. silberman's description of changing life 
styles 

, demanding new and more intensive forms of education 
for the 

Young and a guaranteed source of Jewish friends to 

replace the ·1· 48 now scattered fam1 1es. 

Of the twelve original seventh graders in 1972, four 

responded, three male, one female. One is currently a 

journ 1· 
a 1st/musician the second a research associate, the ' 

th
ird a stockbroker and the female is a full-time mother ' 

a
nd 

housewi'fe. 1 ff'l' Two described themse ves as una 1 1ated, 
and t 

Wo are conservative. Two are third-generation 

Americans, one is second generation, and the female is an 
imm· 

lgrant herself to this country from Israel. They defined 

a community day school as necessary for achieving 

assimilation without losing ethnic identity. All four cited 
10

Yalty to a well-integrated Judaic/General curriculum, 
intend 

ed to serve the secular and religious needs of the 
larg 

est part of the Jewish spectrum -- not just the ultra-

Orthodox. 

All four think that their parents chose to send them to 
the 

Charles E. smith Jewish Day School in 1972 in order to 
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strengthen their Jewish identity and to impart the religious 

values of the home. It is significant that the two 

emphasizing carryover of the values of the home came from 

different religious backgrounds. One was Orthodox, the 

other Conservative. Both believed that this school was 

supportive of their homes' values. This could only be 

expected to occur in the classrooms of a trans-ideological 

institution. 

None of these four students grew up living near 

grandparents or close relatives. Their neighborhoods ranged 

from predominantly Gentile to very Jewish. In each instance 

they stated that their parents were more observant than 

their grandparents had been, and in three of the four cases 
' 

they themselves are now less observant than their parents, 

although they identify strongly with Israel, are self 

confident about their Jewish identities and feel 

knowledgeable about their ethnic and cultural history and 

religion. All ranked symbols of status, loss of faith in 

public schools, longer school day in one institution, and 

buffer against inter-marriage, as the least important 

factors in motivating their parents to choose the school. 

The expectation that the school would provide Jewish 

continuity is cited by two of the students as the most 

important factor with a greater need for ethnic identity and 

learning Hebrew cited by the remaining two. Next in 

importance was the desire for integrated secular and 
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religious education, followed by the provision of moral and 

ethical standards and the learning of Bible. rt is 

interesting that here, too, is a concern about morals and 

values. While there was no dissatisfaction with public 

school expressed, there must have been a sense even among 

these students that their parents were seeking a stronger 

moral environment. 

Their teachers, four who began in 1972 as Upper School 

teachers and two who had been with the lower school prior to 

that, claim that the desire to preserve Jewish continuity 

was the most important factor influencing the establishment 

of the school in 1972. A greater need for ethnic identity, 

an integrated secular and religious education and the 

provision of moral and ethical standards tied for second 

place in their rankings, with learning Hebrew, Bible, and a 

greater need for expression of religion following. Least 

important in their perceptions was the social pressure to 

conform to friends. 

This faculty viewed the community day school as an 

institution supported by the entire community for the entire 

community (not only for all segments of Judaism, but al s o 

for children of all intellectual capabilities). This was an 

innovation for Jewish day school education in that prior to 

this time, students were screened for intelligence with the 

understanding that below an I . Q. of 110 a child could not 

succeed in a dual curriculum program. The Charles E. Smith 
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Jewish Day School was committed to providing a Jewish 

education for all who wish to attend. Those who had been 

with the Solomon Schechter School commented that the 

selection process of students for admission changed in 19 72 -

1973. Whereas the original school admitted students who had 

successfully achieved on the basis of rigorous testing, the 

new philosophy driven by a community approach meant 

admitting students with learning problems as well . The 

lesson of the first century, i . e., the triumph of 

educational opportunity for all, began to emerge once again 

for Jews as a standard in the twentieth century. 49 
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contributing a 1arge sum of money, others would 

follow. 
Through hard work, we raised $2,190,000. I then 
went to the UJA and told them that the remaining 
$10,000 would have to come in small amounts , and 
then I would be finished. But I needed their 

$500,000 now. 



153 

They gave me the money, and ~e proceeded. The 
groundbreaking ceremony was in Ma~ch of 1976 . The 
building was completed the following ~ecember and 
occupied in January of 1977. The Jew~sh Day 
school signed a dollar-a-year lease w~th_the_ 
Foundation. I decided to name the building in 
memory of Leah, my wife. 

I was proud of the school and its ~hilosophy. It 
provides a multi-faceted ~rogram with strong 
academics and an opportunity for all the students 
to learn about their Jewish heritage and religion, 
in addition to a fine secular education." 

43. Ibid., P.81. 

44. Ibid., p.81. 

"In October of 1980 the Board of Directors voted 
to name the school the Charles E. Smith Jewish 
Day School of Greater Washington. I was 
overwhelmed. It is the most cherished honor I 
have ever received." 

45. Information gathered from Founder questionnaires appears 
to parallel the patterns of behaviors described by both 
Charles E. Silberman and Irving Howe. 

46. These admissions were in keeping with Charles E. 
Silberman's account of changes occurring in the 
immediate surroundings in which Jewish families began to 
find themselves. 

47. Marvin Fox, "day Schools and the American Educational 
Pattern, "The Jewish Parent, September, 1953, p.12. 

48. From a conversation with a parent who wished to remain 
anonymous: 

"As a child growing up in the fifties, Rosh 
Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, meant new shoes 
shiny black patent Mary Janes that were so 
slippery my father had to roughen their bottems on 
the fire escape. I wore them with a new dress to 
the crowded synagogue, where I held tight to my 
mother's hand as the blowing of the shofar (ram's 
horn) announced the holiday. Our shofar-blower 
was a rotund man, and his face inflated and turned 
bright red as he sounded the ancient notes. It 
was an awesome moment for a seven year old. 
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uncles, and cousins -- gathered for a festive 
meal: round, rasin challah, apples dipped in 
honey, and chicken soup with fluffy matzo balls. 
I didn't understand much about the holiday's 
significance, but I sensed something important was 
happening within our family and the Jewish 
community. When my sons grew up in the seventies, 
they, too, wore new shoes to synagogue. But there 
were special children's services where they blew 
the shofars they had made in day school and sang 
songs about 'being friends and making amends.' 
Our uncles and cousins were scattered, but our 
friends composed our extended family for the 
festive meal. And it was very important that they 
attend a school where they would make friendships 
that would enhance their Jewish identity." 

For Jews the issue of education being exclusive or 
co~mun~l (inclusive) is not new, as stated earlier in 
this dissertation. See Chapter One, p. 21. 
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THE FOUNDING OF THE GESHER scHOOL - 1

9

s2 

Between 

1972 

and 
19

92, from the time that the Charl e s 

E. smith Jewish oay school was established to the founding 

of the Gesher school in 1982, twenty-eight community Jewish 

day schools bad been established in the united states. The 

circumstances and conditions giving rise to Akiba in 1946 

were strengthened and reinforced 0 ver the years, and, where 

once pioneers bad struggled with a new concept of Jewish 

education, the students of those pioneers were now 

implementing a successful model- While the faculty of the 

Charles E. smith Jewish oay school bad a1readY discussed the 

changing face of their student population in terms of 

varying ability levels ten years earlier, the general 

population witnessed the Education for all Handicapped 

Children Act (Public LaW 94-142) signed into laW bY the 

United states Federal Government on November 12, 1975- It 

soon became known as the "Bill of Rights" for youngsters 

with learning disabilities and other handicapping 

conditions. 

If public education was making a place for 

these children, a school established bY and for the 
BY the time Gesher 

community could certainlY do no 1ess-

was established in 1982, the concept of education in a 

community Jewish day school was totallY inclusive. Every 
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effort would be made to accommodate each family who elected 

a Jewish education for its child(ren). 

The 1980's were a time when there emerged for Jewish 

parents a concern for a lack of values-based education in 

the public schools. Not only were these parents a nd 

founders of Gesher examining the quality of academics 

av ·1 f ai able, but they also became heirs to a call or a 

values-laden education. 1 

The Gesher school of Alexandria, Virginia, presents us 

with a history that is somewhat different from that of Akiba 

and the Charles E. smith Jewish Day school. since no formal 

records or minutes exist, the facts recorded in this chapter 

are derived totally from conversations with the key founders 

of the school, original parents, and faculty. According to 

Marshall Levin, then Executive Director of Beth El Hebrew 

Congregation and founder of Keshet Child Development Center 

at Beth El, the Gesher School grew out of the already 

existing Keshet center. Keshet had been a response to an 

unmet need of the young Jewish community in Northern 

Virginia for a pre-school Jewish nursery. Interestingly, 

Keshet was established as a community nursery school, since 

it was a joint venture between Beth El (Reform) and Agudas 

Achim Congregation (Conservative), although the physical 

plant was located at Beth El. Keshet came into existence 

under the direct leadership of Marshall Levin, who needed a 

pre-school setting for his own toddlers at the time and was 
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con , v1nced that 
a joint effort of Beth El (his employer) and 

(his choice of personal congregation) would 
Agudas Achim 

enough young families needing child care while both 
attract 

Parents were working. 

If the parents wished to continue a Jewish education 

such as the 
integrated program that Keshet offered beyond 

garten, their only option was to bus or carpool the 

Levin was correct in his assumptions. 

kinder 

ch' lld to the Charles E. smith Jewish oay school in 

llle, Maryland, twenty-five miles away. ManY families 
Rockv' 

had b 
een doing this since 1966, once the Solomon Schechter 

came into existence. other families, for whom the 
School 

Jewish 
component was 1ess important, could send their 

Ch' lldren to the local public school and in the afternoon to 

nagogue-affiliated school closer to home in Norther n a sy 

Virginia at Beth El or Agudas Achim. 

With a strong population of students and parents from 

I<eshet 
nursery school in place, Mr- Levin, Rabbi Fink of 

Beth El and 
Rabbi Elster of Agudas Achim congregations were 

joined 
by three other families to found the Gesher school. 

It was 
their premise that enough of the Keshet families 

would 
elect to continue educating their children in a day 

school 
program reflecting a community philosophy much like 

that 
of Keshet and similar to that of the Charles E. smith 

Jewish Day School. 

founders 
that the Gesher school would start at the 

kind 
ergarten level and add a grade each year through thir d 

rt was the intention of this group of 
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grade at which point the children would feed into the 

Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School. To effect that 

transition comfortably, the author of this study (principal 

of the Lower School at the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day 

School) was called in to assist with curriculum and 

instruction. It was hoped, with a parallel curriculum, the 

children would come well-prepared into fourth grade at the 

Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School. At the same time, for 

the first three years of elementary school, they would avoid 

the long trip to Rockville. Three of the founding families 

of Gesher either had one or two older children at Smith or 

were fully intending to send their children there later on. 

It was, therefore, important for Gesher to reflect the 

pluralistic, community tenets of the Smith School. As an 

outgrowth of Keshet, Gesher also needed to continue the 

"c . t ommun1 y" approach that was already in place there. 

With the hard work of the initial six founding 

families, Gesher opened for the 1983-84 school year with 

eleven kindergarten children, housing them at Agudas Achim 

Congregation at Valley Drive, Alexandria. 

Rabbi Shelton Elster, believing strongly that it was 

time for Northern Virginia to establish a Jewish Day School, 

took the lead in persuading his congregation, Agudas Achim, 

to house the school, to make physical changes in the 

synagogue's structure, and to absorb the inevitable cost 

overruns that accompany such an undertaking. 
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The founders of Gesher, unlike those in the other two 

all provided hands-on help during Gesher's first 
schools 

Marilyn Davis served in a volunteer capacity as head 
Years. 

Of the 
school for curriculum, staffing, and architectural 

Planning f 
or the kindergarten room, while Liz Frommer became 

Emily Lurie 
bookkeeper, also in a volunteer capacity. 

took care of transportation and fundraising. 

the 
All three 

Worked as 
volunteers without salary until 1987. Mrs . Davis 

called it 
a labor of love for all of them. William Davis 

(now d 
eceased), then an active member of Agudas Achim, 

singl 
e handedly built most of the furniture needed for the 

origin 1 . 
a kindergarten classroom during the summer preceding 

September 1
9 

· · d t H 83 and became its first pres1 en. e 

immediately 
saw to the incorporation of Gesher. While one 

Of h' 
ls daughters was already at the Charles E. smith Jewish 

Days 
chool, he was helping to found a Jewish day school for 

his two 
younger ones. In September, 1983, his daughter 

counted herself . d t 1 'd 
among the seven kin ergar ners a ongs1 e the 

son of L · t f · 1 12 and paul Frommer and the daugh er o Em1 y and 

Mark Lu . 
r1e. The founding families of Frommer, Davis and 

Lur· 18 
worked hard to gain access to united Jewish Appeals 

Foundation funds for Gesher and succeeded in doing so. 

Gesh 
er became a constituent agencY after five years; before 

that it received annual stipends. 
It had been agreed bY the founding families that Gesher 

Would 
open its doors if ten students enrolled. rt opened 
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With eleven, however it never made the same impact upon the 

Northern Virginia community that Keshet nursery had. 

Whereas Keshet had achieved and surpassed all its 

Projections with regard to enrollment and funding in its 

initial years, Gesher never did. It is Marshall Levin 's 

assessment that the Northern Virginia Jewish population, 

While drawn to a pre-school because it met their economic 

and time-frame needs, had many wonderful "free" alternatives 

for elementary education in the public sector. According to 

Marilyn Davis, while both schools assumed a community 

Philosophy, Keshet was more of a "Reform/Conservative" 

institution, and Gesher, because of its early faculty, felt 

more like an "Orthodox/Conservative" School. The phrase, 

"too Jewish" was often heard by the faculty. The 

kindergarten at Gesher, however, did grow nicely, since the 

Alexandria and Arlington (areas from which students were 

expected to attend) public schools only offer a half-day 

kindergarten program and the possibility of a full day of 

school was alluring for working parents. Those who were 

drawn to Jewish education were far more impressed with the 

older, larger Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School in spite of 

the commute time involved. 2 Mr. Levin's own children 

attended Smith once they were of kindergarten age. Other 

families have chosen to go so far as to move to Maryland in 

order to send their children to the Charles E. Smith Jewish 

Day School. And so, while Gesher continues to exist in 
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la, it also continues to struggle and is confronted 
Alexandr' 

e continuing concerns for recruitment and retention 
With th 

of stud ents year after year. 

A desire for an integrated, secular and religious 

educat' 
ion emerged as the most important factor for the six 

founders 
of Gesher, with the expectation that such a school 

Would provide 
Jewish continuity and moral and ethical 

sta d n a
rd

s for their children. These six founders 

establ' 
ished Gesher in keeping with Eduardo Rauch's theory 

that f 
or modern families formal education had become the 

most powerful, and sometimes, the onlY tool for the 

:i:-etent· 
ion of ethnic or religious identity. For them, school 

P:i:-ov· 
lded the only place where their children could come in 

cont 
act with a living Judaism and its values. "The concept 

Of a school in which Jewish identity could be strengthened 

ana allowed to flourish is the appeal."
3 

Although the importance of studying Hebrew and Bible 

a:i:-e 
mentioned, as is the need for a greater expression of 

l:'eligion 
, there is no consistent ranking of these factors. 

What . 
ls significant and different about the results of this 

founa 
er questionnaire is that for the first time school as a 

buffer 
against intermarrriage received a ranking and a 

st:i:-o ng one at that, as did a 1oss of faith in public 

Schools 
, and a dissatisfaction with alternatives. The need 

fo:i:­
a full-time day program in kindergarten emerged several 

time s. 
For the residents of northern virginia, factors 
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which were not even acknowledged bY the founders and parents 

of Charles E. smith (1972) were emerging. 

The founders of Gesher defined their community day 

school as serving the entire conununitY in which all 

denominations of Judaism should be able to feel comforta ble 

and where no judgment is made bY the curriculum as to a 

correct and only way to practice Judaism- The emphasis is 

on integrating Jewish teachings cva1ues) with secular 

Rabbi Sheldon Elster stated that the "community 

studies. 
day school is the true hope for meaningful, knowledgeable 

Jewish survival."4 
One of the founders, who was also a parent and had 

become involved in order to establish such an institution 

close to home, said, 
My concern was prompted bY my own children- I, 
myself, was brought up with no Jewish training, 
and while I always knew I was Jewish, it held no 
importance. As an adolescent, I floundered while 
my peers appeared to know who they were. 
Transmitting Jewishness to children is one thing 
if you have experienced it yourself; trying to 
transmit that without having 1ived it , requires a 
support system that I sought in the school to 
which I would send my children.

5 

These people were second and first generation Americans 

with incomes ranging from $35,000 to $50,ooO and more. They 

were all Conservative with the exception of a Reform rabbi 

from Northern Virginia, who enthusiasticallY welcomed the 

opportunity for Reform and conservative cooperation. And 

for the most part, they claimed that they were all 



practicing J d . 
u aism to a greater degree than their parents 

had. 

Seven additional parents were contacted who had not 

been among th 
e founders; four responded. All were earning 

from $35 ,000 to $50,000 and more. Those who responded for 

both spouses 11 , d' . . . 
, a in icated family incomes in excess of 
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$
5 o,ooo. These were very comfortable incomes. In terms of 

imflation they were probably in keeping with the incomes of 

parents in both 1946 and 1972. In one case the husband was 

a civil engineer and the wife a legislative aide to a United 

states Senator. A second couple consisted of one working at 

the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) while the partner 

was a science policy analyst. A third was a part-time 

bookkeeper and housewife, and the fourth respondent was a 

computer systems analyst. The majority considered 

themselves Conservative with one Reform family. They were 

all first generation Americans. 

All of these families had both spouses working, and the 

requirement of a longer school day was beginning to emerge 

for two of the families. For these parents, however, the 

greater need for ethnic identity was even more important, 

along with providing moral and ethical standards and an 

integrated secular/religious education (top ranking). A 

greater need for expression of religion was ranked second. 

The expectation that the school would provide Jewish 

continuity and a loss of faith in public schools were ranked 
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third. 
"It has been my hope that this environment would 

strengthen our children's 

their t 
radition, and that at the point in their lives that 

the Christian world they would know well who 

self image and their respect for 

they encounter 

they are" 
' wrote Mrs. Frommer. one parent listed her 

PUblic 
school as being excellent particularly with regard to 

Christ' 
ian holiday celebrations. •The unit on Santa Claus is 

outst anding. 116 

think' 
ing of historians, such as Bernard Bai1yn and Michael 

Zucke rman, who questioned the capacity of the family to 

social' ize the child. 

quoted 
earlier, the capacity bad indeed disappeared. These 

Parent 
s no longer felt capable of transmitting Jewish 

herit age. 

This type of ranking callS forth the 

In the case of the parent/founder 

By 1982 the society that the children would be 

enter · 
ing had undergone massive changes too- With Watergate 

behind them 
, but with a clear void in the moral and ethical 

Pract · 
. lees of high government officials still lingering, it 

l.s not 
surprising that a search for moral and ethical values 

V>lOUld emerge as important. 

w· 
lth most of these families 1iving in predominantly 

Gentile 
neighborhoods (even if theY were open to Jews), they 

felt ' and expressed that their surroundings were not 

Provid' ' ing Jewish continuity. 

s· l.tuat· 
h ion to the one described bY charleS E. Silberman of 

is n . eighborhood in New york'S upper west side where on 

Jevvish 
holidays even Gentile children stayed home- The 

No 1onger was there a parallel 
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publ' . t nd fa;rfaX celebrate Christmas 

ic schools in Ar11.n9 on a ~ 
and E evtent that ;t causes discomfort for 

aster to such an ~ ~ 
many Jewish families- For the first time, this set of 

questionnaires yielded references to the public school as 

"enemy" in the same way that sanders fou
nd 

ca

t

bOlics' 

perceiving their public schools - This Jewish daY school is 

beginning to emerge as a school of alternatives as 

interpreted by sanders, Butts, and Lines. 
The students who responded thought their parents sent 

th
em so that they could follOW their ancestors' cuS

t

oms a

nd 

to have a Jewish identity to pass down to future 

generations. These students are still children with the 

oldest being only a sixth grader. Those responding to the 

queS
t

ionnaire are now students at the Charles E- smith 

Jewish Day School. 
The views of these founders and parents, as well as 

those of the Charles E. smith Jewish oay school in 1972, are 

reflective of Marvin Fox's 1953 article arguing for a 

genuinely Jewish school opposing the strong trend in public 

schools to follow the philosophy of scientific materialism. 

The majority of these families stated that theY are 

more observant than their parents and grandparents. This 

may be in keeping with Horace Kallen's thesis
7 

that people 

cannot successfully change their ethnic identity. While 

their parents and grandparents may have assimilated in the ir 

search for economic independence, once reached, the process 
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is slowed and the group re-emerges. 

Very important for the founders and parents in all 

three institutions is the attempt, as Sarna phrases it, to 

be both Jewish and American in the modern world, thus the 

high ranking of an integrated curriculum. 

Just as Bernard Steinberg saw ethnicity and religion 

assuming prominence, these factors also emerge from the more 

recent questionnaires as more important than on the Charles 

E. Smith questionnaires. Herberg believed that religion was 

a more respectable way of maintaining ethnic primary groups 

than ethnicity itself, 8 and while this may have been true 

with the single ideological schools, the parents and 

founders of these community Jewish Day Schools, particularly 

since 1972, feel strongly about ethnic identification. For 

these Jews, living ethnically and culturally is so 

intertwined with religious heritage that Herberg's 

interpretation becomes too narrow and confining. 

The two students and one faculty person responding to 

the Gesher questionnaire affirmed the importance of 

continuity, ethnic identity, the study of Hebrew language 

and Bible, and a greater need for expression of religion, in 

keeping with their parents and founders. 

When Alexander Dushkin chided himself in 1948 for 

having entertained negative views in 1918 about day school 

education, he was too hard on himself. In 1918 he was 

probably correct in assuming that parochial education on a 
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larg 
e scale was unwise and dangerous; it was also 

impractical 
from a financial point of view. Subsequent 

deve10 
Pments, changes in the host society , the Jewish home 

and ne · 
ighborhood, and in the world, all contributed to a new 

Particu1 
The community Jewish day school, and Gesher in 

ar, reflected a time when formal Jewish education 
had 

achieved a clear priority for at least some families and 
~as 

considered by many lay leaders and professional 

educators 
to be a vital means for retaining ethnic relgious 

identity. 
The conditions of the home and family seemed to 

some t 
0 demand an institution where children could come to 

expe . 
rience a living Judaism with its ethical and spiritual 

Va1u 
e s , With its high esteem for community service (Klal 

y• 
lsrael), 

. and with provision for returning to a positive 
ldent· . 

iflcation with Judaism. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS 

Based on this study of the founding of three community 

Jewish day schools over a period of almost four decades, 

this research has led to the conclusion that for some Jews 

in America the community Jewish day school was a logical 

outgrowth of the American Jewish community solving its 

dilemma of finding a balance between separation and 

assimilation, of acculturation without total absorption, of 

a desire to belong to America without having to betray one's 

past. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, education 

was viewed as a vehicle for the absorption of peoples. The 

model for American society became the melting pot. All 

populations were expected to blend together and become 

homogenized, to conform to the definition of what it meant 

to be an American. with this as a focus, Jewish leadership 

attempted to fit the Jewish child into society. The 

emphasis was on becoming American; the accent was on the 

secular. The trend in Jewish education was to (in many 

instances} ignore the ''Jewish", to reach out to the rest of 

the world to embrace and understand all other religious and 

ethnic groups. At the same time certain change factors were 

occurring in American Jewish life which weakened family ties 
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ana famil 
Y structure. The American mentality of 

metr opolitan 
life with its anonymity and wealth replaced the 

th
e shtetl, of sociality and interdependency . 

The 

nor ms of t he 

cultural 
pluralism of twentieth century America allowed 

Jew to 

him to 

live freely as a Jew while simultaneously permitting 

lose all signs of his Jewishness. It also, however, 

enc ouraged 
the American Jew to re-examine his place in 

1 

e; it permitted the need for reinforcement of 
Amer · iean l'f 

to surface- BY experiencing a weakened 
Jewish . ident1' ty 
. 

1 

Y, a deflated Jewish pride and a perceived 
Jew· lsh ident't 

of Jewish 1eadershiP it led the American Jew to 
lnfe . riority 

at one of the institutional ways that Jews could 
cone1 Ude th 

maintain their survival as a group was through 
Possibly 

edueat· ion. 
information derived in this studY 1eads to the 

The · 
that concern for the future of Jewish continuity, 

a 

con 1 e usion 
ved need to pass on Jewish heritage and culture 

Pereei 
ciding with an incapacity of the family to do so) in a 

(coin . 

formal st
ructure of education that would integrate this 

learn· 
ing with what children were a1readY 1earning in public 

and would serve all Jewish children who wished to 
school 

attend 
gave rise to the communitY Jewish daY school in 

Amer· lea 
There also emerged an ability to paY for this 

ectucati . on on the part of the familY together w1th a 

ionwide d 11 t f d platform to begin to raise an a oca e un s by 
nat· 

United 
Jewish Appeal Federations specificallY for education. 
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Intertwined with continuitY, heritage and culture was the 
con 1 nguage and mastery of 

cern for preservation of Hebrew a 

Bible study. 
The need for a values-laden education does not emerge 

as paramount in 1946, but it does become increasingly 

important in 1972 and even more so in 19
82

· It is 

accompanied by an erosion of faith in the abilitY of the 

public school to deliver a values education, to be unbiased 

enough in its treatment of Christian holidays as to make 

itself comfortable for Jewish children and to simplY deliver 

a first-rate quality general education. 
Concern with the high rate of intermarriage does not 

emerge as a factor until 1982 with the Gesner questionnaire 

responses. A need for a school to act as a buffer against 

intermarriage and a 1oss of faith in public schools, as well 

as a dissatisfaction with alternatives were also revealed by 

the Gesher school data. 
These emerging factors call forth the thinking of such 

historians as Bernard aailyn and Michael zuckerman who bad 

also questioned the capacity of the familY to socialize the 

child. We learn from the statistics cited by sydneY 

Goldstein in 1989 of alarmingly row fertility rates among 

Jews, high rates of intermarriage and rower residential 

density through population redistribution. Each of the 

schools from 1946 to 1982 increasingly yielded information 

confirming lower residential density statistics. In 1946 
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some fam·1· 1 
ies no longer lived in •Jewish" neighborhoods and 

s; in 1972 this was more the case than the 
near relative . 

exce . ption and. 
Th' in 1982 this was almost entirely the reality . 

ls w· coupled with lower fertility rates, which is not dealt 

h questionnaires, maY have served gradually to 
1th on the 

eighten th
e concern with intermarriage since all three 

negatively 
affect growth, and no growth or negative growth 

In any case the founders of the 
can result . in decline. 

Gesh er school 
in 1982 were concerned about intermarriage. 

of these findings could explain the rise of Jewish 
Many 

day school 
education in general, but specifically in 1946, 

and 1982 we are f 1 
confronted with groups o peop e who 

1972 

'Were . 
interested in an intensive form of Jewish education but 

certain conditions, TheY wanted their children 
0 nl Y Under 

comfortable in a setting in which their home to f eel 

:Pract· ices 
would be respected and shared, TheY also were 

seek' 
ing a pluralistic setting in which all Jewish children 

from a variety of Jewish 

cou1a . find a place; children coming 

ions with varied abilities. 

A single ideologically 

or· ientat' 
school was not an option for these groups; the 

communit 

or· iented 
. Y, trans-ideological Jewish daY school defined 

l.tself according to their needs. 

new 

The founders of Akiba established their community 

in 1946 for a varietY of reasons, 
They 

Jev.· l.sh day school 

'Were concerned with ensuring the future of Judaism 

They knew bY 1946 that future Jewish 
(cont· inuity). 



173 

leadership would need t~ th 
~ None of e 

be home-grown. 

existing schools in Phi1 thought ,~ time were 
~~elphia at that · 1um 

1
·n terms of curricu , 

to be providing adeguat~ ~ducat ion 
enthusiasm and appropria't::. 1 t'ming (teenage ~ developmenta 1 

years). Furthermore, th~ h were ~ knew that t ey 
founders 

establishing a school thq~ constituency because 
, would have a 

it was happening at a ti~~ 1· g ~ when Jews were fee in 

comfortable as Jews and a~ According to Charles 
Americans. 

E· Silberman, immediatel,r J began to ~ qfter world war II ews 
. d to be Jews because 

want to formally educate t 4 . ~1r chil ren 
and because theY felt it was 

they could not do so thems~1 ,ves 

alright to do so. The fou~N ~ers 

information was received hqd Jewish educations themselves, 

put it has not been establi~hed what educational backgrounds 

the other nineteen had had. TheY were coming together from 

a host of Philadelphia neighborhoods and suburbs where 

outward signs of Jewishness had already disappeared and 

of Akiba from whom 

knew 

that the next generation would not learn hoW to be Jewish at 

home or from the neighborhood streets according to simon 

Greenberg (founder who provided a telephone intervieW)· 

one 

of the founders responded specificallY that his was a 

Gentile neighborhood and the other two no longer lived near 

relatives, meaning that the natural, hands-on transmissions 

of heritage and continuitY that often took place in the home 

of a grandparent or an uncle was not available. 

Akiba's first students also confirmed this neighborhood 
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Patter n; four 1 · · 
ne· iving in Gentile communities, two in mixed 

J.ghborhoods 
se . (some of whom had already experienced anti-

nntic . incidents t th. 
five a e1r 1ocal public schools), and onlY 

describ' 
ing their neighborhoods as Jewish- The majority 

c ildren were a minority in their public school 
of these h' 

classrooms 
· When they attended anY one of the ninety-one 

ary schools that were available in Philadelphia in 
suppl ement 

1946 , they 
were doing so after 3:30 p.m. or on Sunday 

' sacrificing time that could have been spent in 
rnorn· J.ngs 

'music lessons, and other activities, 

and they were 

sports 

doing so only until age 

Part. 
f The ages fourteen to eighteen were considered by the 

ounders 
and parents to be crucial times to be exposed to 

thirteen or fourteen, for the most 

learning if Jewish identity and Jewish continuity 
.Jewish 

Were to fl . our1sh. 

and Parent · · ·t s, was the maintenance of re1at1onsh1ps w1 h non 

AlSO important, however, for the founders 

TheY worried that isolating their 

.Jews f or their children. 
for a kindergarten through twelfth grade education 

Child ren This group comprised of a diverse 
Wou1a ghetto-ize them. 

body of Jews, was very 

t:>erce· 

1 

ived as a healthY balance- TheY believed 

th

at 

eaa ersh" . 
1

P could be developed and that the period of 

careful to preserve what theY 

aao1 escence was 
and the most important to this development­

never 1ost sight of their diversity 
Th' . 18 group Ort 't' ance of teaching their children in a pluraliS ic, 

deological environment- TheY believed that there was 
l.rnp 

t:r:-ans-i 
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a rich and significant Jewish culture to be perpetuated, 

that the significance of this culture is most effectively 

grasped through the study of basic classes in Hebrew and 

that this culture must be integrated with the total 

education received by the American Jewish child (Akiba 

Academy Brochure, 1950). This belief demanded the creation 

of one institution where both Jewish and American studies 

would happen together (thereby avoiding a split in the 

pupil's mind between his general and Jewish education), for 

all segments of the Jewish community. Their way of 

achieving this was to drive "a middle course, taking into 

due consideration a respect for tradition and a recognition 

of differences.'' (Undated statement entitled "Religion in 

Akiba, 11 from the Edwin Wolf papers at the Jewish Archives 

Center, Balch Institute, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania). 

The study of Catholic education conducted by Sanders in 

Chicago teaches us that a private system of education occurs 

when its constituents are able to afford to pay for it. In 

1946, the Philadelphia Jews who participated as founders and 

parents of Akiba were able to contribute, pay tuition and 

interest others in contributing. A bottom line figure of a 

$15,000 income emerged; in 1946, it was a very comfortable 

one. While the three founders responding were all involved 

in Jewish communal service careers (rabbis, professor) we 

learned from the archives that there sat on the board of 

directors a judge, attorneys, many successful businessmen 
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ana a housewife 
busi · The body of parents was made up of mainlY 

ness men ret . 
Plus ' ailers and mid-management 1evel workers 

a h , 

P armac· 
ist (self-employed) and a teacher. 

study which cites the public school and 
Unl ' ike Sanders' 

factors in hastening the advent of the 
its b iases as 

Catho1· 1C School · 
v· in Chicago the founders of Akiba in 1946 

iewed the ' With public school positivelY· They were satisfied 

the education it prov1'ded. 
hawe TheY were more concerned, 

fa preservation of Jewish heritage and continuity 
Ver . 'with 

r the future. 
It was this that made the public school 

quate for them. Nowhere in a public school 
Sett· ing inade 

could a child studY Hebrew 1anguage and Bible which 
Sett' ing 

1 
al to Jewish continuitY· 

deemed v't 
also unique in that it was a time when the 

for establishment of a Jewish state created 
1946 was 

much hoped 

exc· l.tement 

Of Jews unaf . ' Or
th

odox, conservative, Reform, and even the 

f1.liated 
t only as Americans began to re-establish 

The zionism of the forties affected all types 

Jews who had, heretofore, wished to think of 

thems elves 

hemse1 ves as Jews. 
War . received exposure to their heritage and they 

ManY of them were Jews who had not 

thems elves 

th
at they could not answer their children's 

quest· 

r1.ed 

l.ons 
fut nor would their homes provide enough to assure a 

gener t · d t t d fr a ion of knowledgeable JeWS· The a a genera e 
Ure 

om th 
i e questionnaires suggest a strong feeling about the 

mporta nee f 1 
0 

acquiring fluency in the Hebrew anguage. 
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Several 
to of 

th
e Akiba students wrote that theY were planning 

move t 0 
Palestine or spend time there. The original 

a 
O 

the ties to Palestine and 1ater to Israel 
faculty wrote f . . 

important aspect of the curriculum. Israel as a 
s being an . 

20 

int for Jews haS remained strong throughout the 
ra11y· ing po' 

century and continued to be a focus in 1972 and 1982 as 
th 

indicated 
by responses to the questionnaires and utterances 

Of the f ounders of each of the schools-
a areas mentioned on the questionnaire received 

Sever 1 

low or no 
h' rankings on a basis of one to ten (one being the 

l.ghest 

t 

'ten the lowest). 
remained unranked were the school as a status symbol 

over the four decades the areas 

hat 

ana social 
n pressure to conform to friends. TheY also were 

Ot C 
oncerned d th th t with having a 1onger school aY an a 

for in public school; theY were concerned with 
Provided 

hav· ing 
. a more planful better organized, curricu1ar1y-

1.nt ' day which would have the effect of actuallY 

ing their children's daY (at 1east for those who had 
egrated 

Shorten· 
attend' H b h 1) ing public school and afternoon e rew sc oo • 

been 
The religious commitment of the first families coming 

ta Ak' 
iba was varied, orthodox, conservative a

nd 

non 

Tbe parents all stated tnat tney were 1ess 
affi1· iated. 

than their parents had been, bUt wanted their 
committed 

Chil 
dren to be formallY educated, TheY were determined to 

Pass 
o on a strong Jewish heritage. rt is interesting that 

ne 
Parent drew attention to the fact that he became 
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Obs ervant 
late in life when retirement from his work a 11owed 

rais· izing that earning a living while he was him t 0 do so, emphas. . 
hi Y took precedence. He, nevertheless, wanted 

ing a famil 
to become educated, committed Jews. He also 

sch' 1.ldren 
ex is children were not learning about or be1· l.eved that h' . 

g Jewish tradition at home. Peri enc in . 
res u ents at Akiba validated their parents' 

The f' irst std 

Ponses N' 
gra ine of the twelve responding said that their 

ndparents 
had been more observant, their parents, because 

oc assimilation, Americanization and Of Pressu res of 

cupat· ion 1 
the· ' ess so, and four saw themselves returning to 

1.r gra 
b 

nd
parents' 1evel of observance (all of whom had 

een . immigra nts to America) . 
e onS

t
ituents of Akiba agreed on the reasons for its 

All c 

stab!' 1.shment· 
to ensure Jewish continuity and guarantee a 

1eacters, and to offer an 
futu . re gener t' i a ion of Jewish 

secular/religious education in one institution 
nte grated 

for all types of Jews. 

What h 
h as emerged from the questionnaires and data 

~rov· 
h rom interviews is that bY 1946 Philadelphia 

cont· is Jewish communitY with the four-pronged 
l.ded f 

~res ented 't 

l.guration 

V>las a 

necessar}' to build a Jewish daY school­

stron 
ch· g expression to intensivelY educate their 

1.ldr 
int en outside the home in an institution that could 

egrate . . rh both General and Judaic studies (commitment)· 

ere al 
so was present an abilitY to paY for private 



educat· J.on and 
a sufficient population readY to 1eave the 

Philadelphia in 1946 

PUblic school for a period of time. 

a comfortable host environment in which 

neighbors were doing similar things for their 

also provided 

Christ· J.an 
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Child ren 
The families who came forward were of varied 

reli . g1ous b 
t~ . ackgrounds requiring a pluralistic setting. The 

ad1tional . 
Tbe d' ' single ideological school was not suitable, 

Je of the first families demanded a respect for 
J.Versity 

Wish het 
erogeneity, a bold concept for 1946, 

Con ' all Jews, whether Reform, Reconstructionist, 
Jews 

servat· 
be f ive, orthodox or even unaffiliated, had wanted to 

Ull membe 
rs of American societY• TheY did all the 

sent their children to public schools, 
"right 

Work ed 

things": 

hard and 
st attained financial stabilitY and social 

atus , moved t 
en· 

0 

suburbia, and, in some cases, sent their 

suaa private schools, And with all this, many 
lldren to · 

en1 Yd' 
?h· iscovered that theY still wanted to be Jewish, 

ls 
em nagging desire occurred at a time during which Judaism 

erged 
J as one of America's three great faiths, according to 

acob . Neusner 
1 nc · 

reased 
i by mid-century; everY public ceremonial routinelY 

nc1ua ed b 
mtn· enedictions bY a rabbi as well as a protestant 

lster 

1 

a nd catholic priest. 

9 40 's 
w had clearly demonstrated that in no European country 

as a Je 
e w accepted as part of the majoritY culture: 

th

e 

}{cept· 
J.ons · E th in western Europe were feW in number, ven ose 

The standing of the Jews was enormouslY 

The decades of the 19JO'S and 
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Je,., 
vvS 'who r had been will1' ng 

eligion to relinquish their ties to their 

were m~~b not truly accepted. · 

0

.. But Jews in America were 

CUlt a group which was simu1taneouslY religious, 
ers of 

ura1 and eth . lla n 1c and t d · 1 
Ving accep e, particu arlY bY 1946 , 

seen where 

host encou 'was ushering in a benign environment 

anti-Semitism could 1ead, America, as a 

society 

rag· 1.ng for Jews. 

This k' 
Sett· i

nd 
of thinking not onlY provided a comfortable 

ing f 
est or Jews in 1946 who had the funds and the desire to 

sec a school to educate their children religiouslY, 
ablish 

Ular1 
int Y, culturally, and ethicallY but also for Jews 1ater 

he C 
l?h. entury. 

It was imperative to those pioneering 

Jews who were establishing Akiba that theY 
llaa elphia 

Proa Uce 

to be 

a new generation 

knowl 
hist edgeable in Hebrew, Bible, RabbinicS, and Jewish 

ory 

l 

' for they . 
eaae could no 1onger relY on Europe for their 

Se The need did not disappear and continues into the 

of 1eaders, 1eaders who would need 

rs 

cona half of the 
twentieth centurY· 

Eduardo 
sch Rauch points 

0
ut in his research tnat daY 

Ools in th . 
a e forties and thereafter maY be a reflection of 

lllove from 
taler an ideology favoring homogeneitY to a greater 

ance effort of diversity. den It opened its doors to students coming from all 

om· lnat· 
tho ions of Judaism and it considered it vital 

th

at 

se st 
(th udents receive a varietY of religious e~periences 

at a· l.d 

not necessarily reflect that of their own homes) 
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and beco me 
respectful of cultural differences. 

ol a pioneer in Jewish day 

Akiba · Scho in 1946 , while cons1'dered · 

Communal ion for its trans-ideological, pluralistic and 
educat' 

f the precedent. The earlier form 
o approach, did have a 

excius·supplementary Talmud Torah had also stressed not 

1.ve and 
mu1t· conflicting 1oyalties, but an inclusive 

!t of loyalties (educationallY and religiously)• 
l.licity 

, too ' in its 
time in the first half of the twentieth 

east identifiable ideololgical school, 
cent ury 

serv· ing 

was the 1 

the 
most varied elements of the conununitY• 

as emerged from the data on Akiba is similar to 
What h 

vvhat We 1 

h
. earn · 
ist in looking back at two hundred years of Jewish 

ory . 

C

. 1.n America 
ave s of Jews in an area felt the need to seek an 

Jewish daY schools emerged when 

r1.t· . 
l.Cal masse 

nue oth 
Ch' er than the home in which to educate their 

1 ldr en in ord er to preserve 
Of so. Another essential component was the degree 

their heritage, and theY could 

aff Ord to do 
!n 

th
ey felt in establishing such an institution . 

comfort 
thr· of the instances where Jewish daY school education 

each 
dem n if onlY for brief periods of time, the 

l.Ved 'eve · 
reso ics, cultural and religious needs, economic 

ograph' 
this a

nd 
hospitable environment merged to encourage 

urces 
of schooling. Numbers, a strong commitment, an 

to pay and a comfortable host environment were the 
type 

abi1· 1.ty 

foul:' nee 

AS soon as even one of the factors 

Cha essary factors. 

nged in th ' is configuration, 
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.. 1 war when the 
An example of this is visible after the civi 

q 
1 improved dramatically 

ua ity of education in public schools 
and th began to favor state 

e mentality of the government 
r th concepts of freedom 

a er than church control of schools. 
ad a blow to non-Jewish 

n less restrictive environments dealt 

relig· 1·mmed1·ate domino effect on 
ious schools which had an 

Jewish religious schools. The level of comfort (hospitable 

environment) was removed from the configuration a nd Jewish 

day schools closed. 

D · 1946 and 1966 uring the twenty- year period between 

very few community Jewish day schools were eSt ablished in 

any city, although Akiba continued to flourish. During 
th

at 

twenty-year period, as the next generation of American-born 

Jews became more American and less Jewish in identifying 

outlook, both the home and the Jewish supplemental school 

came to be j udged as ineffectual. cultural continuity 

rather than cultural adjustment came to be the central 

problem of American J ewish life. 

The parents of the Charles E. smith Jewish Day School 

in 1972 in Washington, D. c. identified a need for an 

education which would specifically reinforce their cultural 

heritage because they were no longer capable of doing so at 

home, and the communities they lived in had indeed changed. 

Families were dispersed to an even greater degree than they 

had been in 1946. The close familial relationships of 

previous generations which had been responsible for 
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providing so much of Yiddishkeit were disappearing. 

Jewish parents were looking for a more intensive form of 

183 

J · , · e the preservation of 
ewish education as a vehicle to ensur 

Judaism. Certain of these parents chose Jewish day school 

education for their children because they had often been 

dissatisfied with their own Jewish supplementary school 

e ducations. In addition, the after-school time slot often 

c onflicted with sports, music, dance and athletics, 

therefore, breeding resentment, rather than enthusiasm among 

the students. 

Since the purpose of a Jewish education was regarded as 

not only to impart cognitive knowledge but also to instill 

emotional commitment to Jewish tradition, the issue of 

resentment became relevant and disturbing to many parents. 

Community Jewish day school education came to represent an 

option for integrated, secular and religious education in 

which religious subjects were not put at a psychological 

disadvantage by their placement in the day. This form of 

education came to be seen as a determinant of Jewish 

identity and continuity, and for parents who were not 

Orthodox, the community Jewish day school became a 

comfortable enculturation agent, much as it had been in 

Philadelphia twenty-five years earlier. 

The founders in all three schools were people who 

believed in an institution where all Jews, even those who 

had, heretofore, been hostile to or, at the very least, 
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l' ndifferent towards this type of educati'on, 
would feel 

Comfortable educating their children. Ad 
n, as the pressures 

a ccompanying the drive for Americanization began to 
lessen, 

those very Jews who had at one time shunned their 

traditional roots began to feel comfortable with and sought 

out this more intensive form of Jewish education that 

accorded respect to all Jews. Jews no longer felt compelled 

to train first generation immigrants to become Americans nor 

did they have to seduce third generation Jews out of 

American life and into a withdrawn Jewish society. Jews 

were feeling equally at home in both worlds, so much so that 

the two worlds were becoming an integrated whole. The 

founders of the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School emerged 

at a time during which ethnicists and sociologists were busy 

recording studies among Irish, American Indians, Catholics, 

Baptists and Blacks. While it may have been uncomfortable 

to legitimize institutions which were defined in ethnic and 

cultural terms earlier in the twentieth century, it was 

acceptable by 1972. Whereas Judaism had existed in the 

united states as early as the eighteenth century with a 

self-definition that was religious, and while this was 

adequate enough for the single ideological school, the 

founders and parents of community Jewish day schools needed 

and received a comfortable arena for an institution that 

also could define itself as ethnic and cultural. By 1972 

religion had become so intertwined with the ethnic and 
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cultural that all three had become respectable-
of 

rsrael influenced the 

The establishment of the state The Si:X: 

way Jews felt in the nineteen-forties a
nd 

fifties-D Jews appeared to stand 

ay War influenced the way Jews felti 

taller and walk 

badge of honor. 

straighter, wearing their Jewishness as a 

And since the six DaY war, not onlY the 
su · . 1 of Judaism assumed 

rvival of Israel, but also the surviva 

paramount importance to Jews. From several of the student 

respond t . Charles E- smith came 
ens in both Akiba and 

st
atements about the six nay war emerging as a rallying 

point of m b. 
1

. . . for rsrael and toward a 
o 1 1zat1on of feeling 

unification of Jews all over the world. 

Much as Akiba originated in Philadelphia in 
1946 

as a 
res lt 1·t existed 

u of discomfort with Jewish education as 

th
en, 

th
e Charles E. smith Jewish nay school originated for 

similar reasons in 1972 in Washington- The Charles E. smi

th 

Jewish Day School, like Akiba, was founded as an upper 

school, grades seven through twelve, but bad a base of 

supporters emanating from the elementarY Hebrew Day school 

of Greater Washington, the majority of whom were 

Conservative but were strongly in favor of a community 

school. 
As they watched more and more students representing 

the total diversity of Jewish homes enrolling in the 

kindergarten through sixth grade since !966 at the Hebrew 

Day School of Greater Washington, they became convinced tha t 

a community Jewish Day High school was the direction they 
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need e d to pursue. By 1971 the Reform Jewish community, in 

Pr inciple, had decided not to establish a Reform school of 

t h e ir own and joined those favoring a community Jewish Day 

H i gh School. The Reform community, as was the rest of the 

Jewi sh community, was concerned with Jewish education for 

teenagers to combat the impact of the New Left, alienation 

a nd the drug culture (as revealed in George Pollak's Study 

of the Jewish Schools of Greater Washington, D.C., 1971). 

, 

A study of the need of Jewish education commissioned by 

t h e Washington United Jewish Appeal Federation in 1971 noted 

tha t parents were interested in a school which would have a 

j unior high and high school; the study also asserted that a 

s hi f t had occurred in Jewish circles from interest in public 

schools only to private schools alongside a discomfort with 

the conventional afternoon Hebrew school. 

Just as in Philadelphia, in 1943, the 1971 study in 

Wa shington established the need for a more advanced form of 

Jewish education for adolescents if the Washington Jewish 

c ommunity was to ensure its existence. 

The founders of the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School 

c oncluded from the study that only a communal Jewish day 

s chool education would be able to provide a successful 

e xperience for the teenager of the nineteen-seventies. 

This group of founders consisted of professionals 

a ttorneys, economists, and a social worker with very 

c omfortable incomes ranging from $25,000 to $50,000 
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(uncomb· . such salaries placed these 
ined incomes) in 1972. 

pe 1 and certainly to pay 
ope among those able to contribute 

tuition. Of Akiba, these 
In contrast to the founders 

f · l din Jewish 
ounders were in no way professionally invo ve 

education. 

A founders also reflected 
sin Akiba, the six responding 

a fairly l 1 · . t f the Jewish community; four Pura istic pie ure o 

were Conservative, one was Reformed, and one was 

unaffiliated resulting in a pluralistic board of directors 

(composed of members of the entire Jewish community --

Orth d t' · t and 0 ox, Conservative, Reform, Reconstruc ionis 

unaffiliated). Reconstructionism was officially established 

i n 192 2 and was not particularly strong until after 1967 

when its own Rabbinical College was founded in Philadelphia. 

No Reconstructionists are present at Akiba's opening whereas 

there were several in 1972. 

This group of founders, like the three who responded at 

Akiba (but unlike the rest of Akiba's founders) had received 

Jewish educations and responded that they were more 

traditional than their grandparents had been because their 

grandparents (like the parents at Akiba) were busy 

a cculturating themselves and earning a living. 

These six founders believed that their public schools 

were very good, but they were looking for a second 

curriculum to assure Jewish continuity. They had been 

living in Gentile communities and felt keenly the need to 
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in which an integrated 

could be presented. For this group providing a 

Prov· ide a Jew· curr· ish environment 

iculum 

dua1 rrovict· with Hebrew and Bible was most important • 
curr· 

h iculum · 
tne integrated dual curriculum as a factor gained 

continuity in 1972 although if one 
ing an . 

edge ' 
looks over Jew1'sh 

r carefully 
•su

1 

. at the two, theY are cioselY linked, one 

ting in the other 
An . 

area 
~as of concern emerging in 1972 as rather important 

the rol 
•ducat· e of the school in providing a moral and ethical 

These Jews were becoming alarmed at wnat 

th

ey 
ion 

Pere . scn

001 

to be a lack of ethical education in the public 
eivea 

curriculum. 

The · 
smitn incomes of the original parents at the cnar1es E· 

to$ Jewish Day school were quite nigh ranging from $35,ooo 

50,000 
(single incomes) placing these families in a 

Co~f ortabl famil· e position to paY tuition, Th•Y• lik• 

th

e 

ies at . d alread Akiba, were not 1iving near relatives and na 
t Y moved 'l'h y too, found 
heir to Gentile neighborhoods, e' 

PUbli than a 
Sin c schools to be excellent, put wanted more 

gle 
Pare curriculum. Th .. 1 students iterated tneir 

nts• e origina t~at priorit1'es 1 as an establishment 
" in seeing the schoo 

• ~OUld 
>nt 

st
rengthen Jewish identitY through a well· 

. egratea d ethnic ld cu · · ti.·nuitY an 
eht• rriculurn assure Jewish con 

., it ' i Y and t · d the 
mport each Hebrew. TheY also mention• 

st ance of 1 1ues onlY one 
lldent providing moral and ethic• va · ment· nts were somewhat 

ioned that she thought her par• 

---
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concerned with the school serving as a buffer against 

intermarr. iage. 

From the time of the establishment of the Charles E. 

189 

Smith Jewish Day school to the time of the establishment of 

the Gesher School, the number of Jewish day schools in this 

country h d a more than doubled. As part of this expansion, 

community Jewish day schools 

their admi· s . sion policies the 

emerged and proliferated. 

three schools in this study 

In 

reflected the pluralistic makeup of the Jewish community; 

all socio-economic strata were to be accepted including 

Children of varying academic abilities. Religious practices 

as observed by the various movements (Reform, 

.Reconstru t · . b t ht c ionist, Conservative, orthodox) are to e aug 

from a p · · t ositive point of view. Teachers are expected 0 

explain the reasons for the differences, while giving 

leg·t· 1 imacy for all approaches with the goal of developing 

respect and appreciation for one another. In the found ing 

documents and philosophies of these schools one can see that 

e qua11·t · t Y is to be provided to all students in all respec s, 

including prayer assemblies and the study of Jewish texts. 

The students may belong to different synagogues and their 

parents may practice Judaism in different ways but the 

s chools' goal is that to each other they are not Reform, 

Conservative, Reconstructionist or orthodox Jews but rather 

a ll part of the community of Jews and hopefully friends. 

In the ten-year period between 1972 and 1982 there 
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emerged widespread concern over the rising rate of 

intermarriage among Jews, a blatant need for values 

education and a perceived decline in the quality of public 

education. These concerns, added to those that had already 

been on the Jewish agenda, served to heighten the passions 

of these Jewish parents who came to regard the Jewish day 

school as the only institution with the potential to instill 

heritage and values and to retain and re-acquire ethnic 

religious identity. 

The parents and founders of the Gesher school in 1982 

saw the importance of an integrated secular and religious 

education as paramount in their decision to establish the 

school because they felt that such a curriculum would result 

in strong Jewish continuity and moral and ethical standards 

for their children. All six founders spoke of the need for 

formal Jewish education and recognized school as the only 

place where their children could experience a living 

Judaism. 

As mentioned earlier, for the first time, Jewish day 

school as a buffer against intermarrige received a strong 

ranking, as did a loss of faith in public schools. This 

founder/ parent group also mentioned the need for a full-day 

kindergarten program. Factors which had heretofore received 

little or no recognition were suddenly a reality in 1982. 

This group had comfortable incomes paralleling those of 

the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School and in some cases 
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P easily able to 
e x ceeding the 1972 level of income (a grou 

P a y tuition). 
'th the exception of 

The parents were all Conservative wi 

This same configuration was true for the o ne Reform family. 

f ounders . For the first time these parents openly 

verbalized their own inadequacies to transmit Jewish 

h e ritage. d a ll·v1'ng Judaism during 
They hadn't experience 

t h eir c hildhoods and were strangers to the Hebrew language 

a n d Bible study. They were alarmed at the Gentile 

c elebrations of Christmas and Easter in their local public 

s chools and came close to expressing an anger and fear 

s imilar to that which sanders found among the Catholics in 

Chicago with regard to the public school. 

Both founders and parents saw themselves as becoming 

a nd being more observant than their parents and grandparents 

had been. 

emerging. 

They saw themselves as an ethnic group re-

For this group of Jews formal Jewish education has 

become a vital means for retaining ethnic religious 

identity. The conditions of the home, the family and the 

n eighborhood demand for them an institution where children 

can experience a living Judaism with its ethical and 

spir itual wealth, with its high esteem for community service 

(Klal Yisrael), with provision for a way back to a positive 

identification with Judaism. 

Of all the readings discussed in this thesis, many of 
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Vlhich provid 
conunun· e 

th
e traditions of change yielding forth a 

1.ty Je . rep wish day school, Jacob Neusner is a 

res entat· 
ectu ive of that group of Jews who chose Jewish 

cation 
•arne not for purification out for preservation- That 

group 
dern of Jews view the time in which we 1ive as 

anding 
for of us an institution that will preserve Judaism 

our ch ' 
c

0 

1.ldren b · · t ge and rnrnu . Y reclaiming the Jewish heri a 

n1.cat' . 1.ng . 
>nst· it in the classroom• Th• goal is an 

1.tut· t ion th t' hat . at is ethnic and religious at the same ime 

1.t is al so American. 

Most 
th of what this studY has yielded agrees with the 

eories t 
have hat emerge from the literature· several surprises 

been 
lo en count d Tbe 1ac,, of concern wi tb a 

nge ere, however- a 

r sch . 
l, ool d . . ne puzzled 1n 

1

ght ay in one institution 1eaves 

0 

Of th S 

w e f b both spouse 

0

rk· act that manY families now ave 

l.ng. 

One . d' cto:rs a:re asked 

0

ften of the questions admission ire 
1. today · g tneir 
~inct by parents inquiring about regi

st

erin 

et-gartn ers is about after-scbool care-

A . far h' J.n.t 1.gher 
et-Illar . 

l:'::. r1age 4l)_l~· was expected-
J\.l.ng . 

l.946 in the 1982 

and 

questionnaire, 

only barely in 1972· 

Of . 
:Sta. interest 

tu.s 
:f Of th 

0

unc1 e respondents. There 

P et-s at •rent Akiba in 1946 joined bY 

s; th ere was a mix of immigrant 
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t d second 
a t Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School and firs an 

gen erati' on w1'th the Gesher school. 
Although 

it was 

people involved 
careful analysis 

not the focus of this study to do a 

of how generational status affected answers on 
th

e 
ses seemed 

q uestionnaires, it became clear that the respon 
but rather to the 

no t to be related to generational status, 

time and place in which the founders were acting. 

The founders in all three schools agreed during 
these 

four decades that it is through education in the environment 

of a Jewish day school that an emotional and intellectual 

identification can be guaranteed over time. 
For some Jews 

t he single ideological institution was comfortable; for the 

group studied here the trans-ideological Jewish community 

s e tting proved to be the answer. 

In 1946 the founders of Akiba were representative of 

the Orthodox, Conservative and Reform segments of the 

c ommunity, the families sending their children were 

Orthodox, Conservative and unaffiliated. In 1972 the 

f ounders of the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School were 

Conservative, Reform and unaffiliated Jews as were the 

parents. The majority were and remain conservative. It 

wasn't until later on that Orthodox families began sending 

their children also. We should bear in mind that there did 

already exist an Orthodox day school in Washington whereas 

in Philadelphia there had not been any other day school at 

a ll. In 1982 the founders and parents at the Gesher School 


