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After more than 100 years of decline, culmi-
nating in the destruction of European Jewry and the assim-
ilation and intermarriage of much of the rest of our peo-
ple, Torah learning and observance have seen a remarkable,
if not miraculous, turnaround. The yeshivah/day school
movement in America, a dream in the mind of Reb Shraga
Feivel Mendlowitz in 1944, is now a flourishing force in
North America—175,000 children strong -kein yirbu- and
doubling itself every 25 years.

Dreaming the impossible, Rabbi Mendlowitz envisioned
the small collection of 30-some day schools in America
burgeoning to an educational network resulting in 50,000
children reciting Shema Yisrael. As 680 day schools across
the continent now testify, the Almighty blessed the
“impossible” many times over.

If there is a lesson to be learned from the last half-century,
it is that we must continue this great Torah adventure. We
must look beyond the pressing difficulties of the hour to

create the programs of the future. Our predecessors proved
that whatever the problematic status quo, Torah in
America can succeed and the partnership of mechanchim
(Torah educators) and askanim (community leaders) can
bear timeless fruit.

Studying the day school movement’s accomplishments,
two aspects of Rabbi Mendlowitz’s vision for America
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stand out: firstly, that Torah education
must be of the highest quality deliv-
ered by masters in their fields, and
secondly, that every Jewish child in
America must be offered the opportu-
nity to receive such an education.
These goals, which have mobilized the
builders of the day school movement
for more than 50 years, are as pressing
and as challenging as ever.

Day school education faces many
complex issues, each worthy of a dis-
cussion in itself. School leaders are
concerned about the recruitment of
Torah teachers and principals, the lack
of training opportunities for faculty,
the shortage of curricular tools for the
classroom, and the need for meaning-
ful parent education, among other
matters.

Rather than attempt a discussion of
each major issue, I have chosen to consider four specific
goals or practices for contemporary day schools, sharing
examples of successes already implemented in various day
schools across the country. If these notes stimulate thought
on how we can continue to pursue the vision of Torah day
school education, my purpose will more than be achieved. 

Habit Number1:
Assuring Fluency in Hebrew 
by the End of Second Grade

The sight of thousands of bnei and bnot Torah study-
ing kodesh subjects in their original language is itself a testi-
mony to the vitality of our traditional learning. Still, we
must be sensitive to the needs of the individual children
who are not yet succeeding with the rest of the class.

A Bar Mitzvah was held for an out-of-town family. Ari, the
Bar Mitzvah boy, was highly intelligent, had read more books
than most of the guests, and by the age of 13 was already the
recipient of a state journalism award. On the other hand, he
had been regularly “in trouble” during his limudei kodesh
studies. On the surface, the story did not make sense.

Once Ari began leading the congregation in prayer, the sad
truth became apparent: the young man had never succeeded
in the early grades at learning to pronounce Hebrew, and had
limped by ever since.

Americans, in general, have difficulty mastering second
languages. Many are accustomed to speaking and reading
only one language—English—throughout their lives. This
lack of facility can be seen even when Americans learn
French or Spanish, Romance languages more closely relat-
ed to English. Biblical Hebrew presents a greater challenge
since it reads from right to left, includes sounds not
appearing in English, places vowels beneath the consonants
and employs a different syntax. There are many factors
involved in language development, and children who do
not require “special education” may still experience diffi-
culties in one or more areas of general language or Hebrew
language acquisition.

Interestingly, the day school system is one of the few for-
eign language successes in the United States. Most of our
children can fluently read a host of classical Hebrew texts.
This is a remarkable achievement that has contributed to
the growth of our schools.

But we are not yet reaching every child. Because of the
social, cultural, and religious implications of failure, we
simply cannot afford to allow individuals like Ari to “fall
through the cracks.”

As Ari stumbled through his Bar Mitzvah passages, I found
myself imagining the many embarrassments this poor boy must
have endured during his years in school…

Rebbi: Ari, Please read the first pasuk.
Ari: Uhm. . . Vaye. . ga. .ber . . .
Rebbi: No. It’s Vayedaber. Try again.
Is it a wonder that such a boy could be drawn to other

Assessing a young student’s He b rew skills with the Ro b e rt and Debbie Ha rt m a n
Kriyah Scan, created by Rabbi Hersh Fried, Ph . D .
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interests? Are we surprised that today Ari is a teenager
wrestling with religious observance altogether?

Two years ago, Yaakov Rajchenbach, president of Torah
Umesorah, called for a nationwide standard: every yeshiv-
ah/day school student should be a fluent reader of Hebrew
by the end of second grade.

There are schools today where this mandate is accom-
plished, where administrations, faculties, and parents work
together to see that every Ari receives appropriate reading 
instruction and testing, and where necessary, tutoring or
remediation. The Hartman Family Kriyah Scan,  a special 
evaluation tool used to measure and validate Hebrew read-
ing achievement, is already being used in early grades
across the continent. If we accept Yaakov Rajchenbach’s
challenge, we may yet help thousands more Aris discover
the beauty and joy in Torah learning.

Habit Number2:
Capping Class Size at 25

The growth of the day school population is particu-
larly acute in urban centers. According to the New York
State report on Nonpublic School Enrollment, Jewish day
school enrollment in New York State grew from 77,745 in
1990 to 97,185 in 1998, a jump of 19,440 children or 25
percent in eight years. Where were these additional chil-
dren placed? Did day school buildings in New York
increase by 25 percent in such a short time?

While no firm statistics on these questions are available,
an informal survey of the greater New York area indicates
that schools did indeed build and rent significantly
expanded facilities in the past decade. Nevertheless, pres-
sure to maintain large classes, particularly in New York and
other big centers, remains a challenge.

The Shulchan Aruch in Hilchos Melamdim (Siman 245,
based on Bava Basra 21) declares, “One teacher is suffi-
cient for 25 children. Classes of 25 to 40 also require an
assistant teacher. From 40 to 50, two teachers are needed.” 

A number of schools in large metropolitan communities
have already adopted maximum class size regulations for
themselves. Clearly, these are cases where acceptable educa-
tional alternatives exist for the excluded children. But even
so, we must give credit to these schools for limiting their
tuition income for the sake of quality education. More and

more studies from the world of education document sig-
nificant gains in achievement for children in smaller class-
es. Though we may not be able to escape the pressures that
accompany growth, we must avoid the dangerous and
complacent belief that large classes without teacher aids are
a necessary way of life. All our children deserve the atten-
tion and recognition that smaller classes allow.

Habit Number3:
Offering Day School Education
to Children of the Unaffiliated

Fo rty years ago when day school education was still a
n ew idea, an important and basic feature of school operation
was the Re c ruitment Committee. Typically formed by a core
of idealistic and persuasive community and pro f e s s i o n a l
members, this group would canvass neighborhoods, hold
“teas,” and otherwise conduct the business of selling day
school education to indifferent, if not, hostile audiences.

How many thousands of today’s community leaders were
themselves recruits! In one large school, both the principal
and the president of the board had themselves been
recruited from non-observant families a generation ago.

But times change. Today’s demographics are vastly differ-
ent. The same elementary schools that recruited in order to
remain in existence 40 years ago are often bursting with
children and occupied with the challenges of their own
success including building campaigns, financial struggles,
and dealing with children with learning disabilities and
broken families, etc.

Furthermore, the cultural divide between today’s typical
committed day school family and the assimilated American
Jewish family is far greater than it was 40 years ago. For
the most part, the Jewish family of 40 years ago still had
two Jewish parents, and often kept basic practices such as
Seder, candle lighting on Chanukah, and fasting on Yom
Kippur. Today’s family may include non-Jewish relatives
and be far from any observance or affiliation.

The continual downward spiral of secular culture as rep-
resented by unfiltered TV, video games and the Internet
only widens the gulf. In many contemporary day schools,
including assimilated children in class may pose serious
social and behavioral problems. Use of vulgar language, 
references to indecent television programming and violent
games are unacceptable to many parents and pose new
risks to previously unexposed children. In such a climate it
is no wonder that in many schools the Recruitment 
Committee of old is often defunct.

Seeing a niche for themselves, other denominations have 

. . . p re s s u re to maintain large classes,
p a r t i c u l a r l y in New York and other big
centers, remains a challenge.
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opened their own day schools and actively re c ruit the assimilat-
ed American Jewish child. Ac c o rding to the Avi Chai
Foundation Census of 2000, more than 20,000 children, and
perhaps as many as 34,000, are now enrolled in non-Ort h o d ox
day schools that we re mostly built in the last 20 ye a r s .

Can we, in good conscience, abandon the mission of offering a
To r a h - t rue education to the average Jewish child in America? Sh o u l d
that child’s only option be a secular or non-Ort h o d ox Judaism? 

Yet, some Orthodox organizations and schools are mak-
ing special efforts to share Judaism’s beautiful heritage with
the children of our less fortunate brothers and sisters. One
approach in practice is to recruit and screen a limited
number of children from assimilated homes for placement
into regular day school classrooms. The tone set by the
majority of children outweighs the influences of the
minority. The organization Nechomas Yisroel, based in 

Staten Island, actively recruits Jewish public school chil-
dren to attend existing day schools by sponsoring tuition
scholarships. Thousands of children from assimilated fami-
lies have thus been placed in Torah day schools where they
are learning a new set of cultural norms.

Another promising model is exemplified by the Shalom
Torah Academy in Jamesburg, New Jersey. Recognizing the
unique needs of children from unaffiliated homes, the
administration of Shalom Torah established a school specif-
ically for these children and their families. The curriculum
is specially designed to appeal to newcomers.

Habit Number 4:
Providing Benefits for

Yeshivah/Day School Educators

In a masterful opening address to the Aish Dos
Teachers Institute (a teacher training program run by
Torah Umesorah) in 1995, Rabbi Chaim Segal, zt”l, urged
the future class of Torah educators to devote their full
attention to teaching. “To be successful,” said Rabbi Segal,
“a rebbi must have only one profession.” 

For how many of our Torah teachers is this possible?
How many need to have second, third and sometimes
fourth jobs in order to make ends meet? What impact do
these “additional” jobs have on the preparation time a
teacher must set aside to compose creative lessons? 

The Chovot Halevavot remarks that when an individual
is specially blessed, that person must undertake a corre-
spondingly special divine service, above and beyond the
normal call of duty. Perhaps that Chovot Halevavot applies
to our generation—a generation that enjoys a religious
freedom and material success unmatched throughout the
millennia of the exile. What divine service shall we then
undertake? A great scholar of our times once said that sup-
porting the financial packages of our Torah educators is the
fundamental obligation of America’s fortunate Jewry.

A number of communities have begun significant pro-
grams to improve the financial position of Torah educators.
For example, under the leadership of a local foundation,
the Seattle Jewish community is providing health benefits
to the day school teachers in their city. Another example:
following a seminar for yeshivah/day school principals that
included a discussion on the topic of benefits, a young
principal in suburban New York announced that his board
had arranged to give a pension contribution (nine percent
of the employee’s annual salary) to the school’s teachers. 

One of the most exciting initiatives in this area is the
pension plan of the Associated Talmud Torahs of Chicago
(ATT). The ATT is an organization serving the spectrum 
of Orthodox day schools in the greater Chicago area. It
already has in place a trailblazing program providing sub-
stantial pensions (approximately ten percent of the
employee’s annual salary) to educators who attend yearly
professional development sessions. In this way, the ATT
has helped nearly all the Chicago yeshivah/day school
teachers grow professionally while building substantial sav-
ings accounts for themselves. 

By establishing innova t i ve approaches to teacher benefits,
we are ultimately making the profession of day school teaching
m o re attractive to our best and brightest, and are thus
s t rengthening the system for our children and grandchildre n .

“Completing the work is not incumbent upon you; nei-
ther are you free to neglect it” (Pirkei Avot, Chapter 2).
The Mishnah teaches that despite the enormous challenges
facing each generation in the transmission of Torah, our
mission is only to do our share. We trust that Heaven will
take care of the rest. It is my hope that these brief notes
and descriptions of visionary ideas already in practice will
inspire others to replicate and devise ever greater solutions
of their own.

The Jewish family of 40 years ago
still had two Jewish parents, and
often kept basic practices such as
Seder, candle lighting on Chanukah,
and fasting on Yom Kippur. Today’s
family may include non-Jewish
relatives and be far from any
observance or affiliation. How many of our teachers need to

have second, third and sometimes
fourth jobs in order to make ends meet?
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