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Taking Control
Defining Academic Excellence

When I began my work at my school, I was charged
with assuring academic excellence. My first reaction
was, “Sure, that’s what I’m all about.” My next thought
was, “What exactly is academic excellence? Is it
about ‘best practices,’ or is it code for grades and
test scores?” Is my definition the same as that of the
teachers, the staff and the families who make up my
school? The term “academic excellence” is ubiquitous,
yet it is used in so many different ways that it can
be meaningless. It can also be dangerous if used to
evaluate a school or an educator when the meaning
is confused. As we started to define the term for our
school, we understood that academic excellence is
a term that needs to be defined and implemented
locally. Any school can replicate the process we used,
and the outcomes will likely vary.
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Significance,
Not Just Excellence
Jewish day schools have a reputation for academic
excellence. They attract top teachers who enjoy
working in an environment where all students come
from homes that value books and academics. Class
size is generally small, and teachers can provide
students with the type of close personal attention
that addresses students’ individual learning needs. As
a result, the typical Jewish day high school has earned
an admirable track record for university acceptances.

Academic excellence is such an essential element of a Jewish day school’s identity that if
it did not value and tout academic excellence, the school would be empty. Yet our schools
should strive even higher. They should not be exclusively schools of academic excellence.
They must become schools of significance as well.
Allow me to define significance in three ways, one that focuses on the purpose of
schooling, one that focuses on our Jewish mission, and one that focuses on responsibility beyond ourselves.
A school of significance is one that keeps in the forefront of its work the purpose of school,
namely, learning. This sounds obvious, and yet a prevalent view among parents and students is that school is more about success and careerism than learning. They believe that
the reason for earning good marks, getting involved in the arts, or engaging in community
service is to pad a resume in order to impress university admissions officers. Someone once
quipped that the prevailing motto among many of our students is, Ki mi-tziyyun teitzei
Torah. That is, the great motivator is the mark or the grade; and if an assignment won’t be
graded, it won’t get done. Learning for the sake of learning has little value.
In a culture where marks and grades take on supreme importance, we must remind
families about the transcendent purposes of education. That is what transforms a school
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When We Strive
for Excellence,
What Do We Lose?
“We Strive for Excellence.” This wonderful motto would seem to
inspire teachers, students and families to do their utmost, try their
best, and aim for superlative performance. Clearly, there is much to
be gained by creating a motivational tone in our schools, and setting
high standards. Are there, also, however, some critical components
of education we stand to lose? Before we adopt this seemingly
motivating paradigm, perhaps we should explore the beliefs behind
it. What are the unintended messages that such a focus on striving
for excellence conveys, and how might they have a negative impact
on some students, teachers and families?

Rona Novick

When we embark on the journey towards
excellence we assume, in subtle ways, a
democratic, egalitarian distribution of talents. We assume that not only are all of us
equally capable of striving for excellence,
but with the correct amount of effort, practice and perseverance, excellence is within
reach for each of us. However, excellence
is, by definition, superior and out of the
ordinary. It is neither commonplace, nor is
it accessible to all in all situations.
Educators know that students may demonstrate the potential for excellence in
one area, and yet struggle to achieve even
moderate success in another. Who among
us is, or strives to be, excellent in everything we attempt? As adults, we generally
choose those areas in which we will strive
to do our best, and those we have determined are either not sufficiently important
to us, or in which excellence would require
too much effort, or even with extensive
effort be impossible to achieve. In those
realms, we settle for acceptable albeit
mediocre outcomes.
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In schools that “strive for excellence,” wise educators likely
understand that unlike adults, students have little choice, and
are expected to expend effort and strive for excellence across the
board. Although teachers and parents may appreciate the diversity
of capabilities in students, will youngsters living and learning in
a “we strive for excellence” environment internalize an awareness and acceptance of the differences among us, and of their own
diversity of talents?
The impact of striving for success as a schoolwide mantra may
have particularly potent impact on those students with significant
challenges. At a time when the benefits of inclusive practices in
education are well documented, and in Jewish schools where the
middot of caring for our fellow are taught and hopefully embodied, do we want an educational slogan that hints at elitism? Can
we provide moral education in a setting where those who strive
and excel are somehow seen as preferable, better, more desirable,
than those who do not? How can we balance the drive towards
excellence with the need to create truly welcoming and supportive
environments for all students?
Striving for excellence impacts teachers as well as students. Jewish
day schools generally have been exempt from the national movement towards performance based teacher pay, which Education
Secretary Arne Duncan labeled his department’s “highest priority.”
Regardless of whether driven by “official” policy and payment, or
simply the result of teachers perceiving that striving for and achieving excellence is valued in their setting, such a belief will inevitably
influence how they define their goals and expend their efforts. This
may decrease teacher receptivity to inclusive classes and teaching
challenged students.
The merit pay issue raises another caution in embracing the strive
for excellence movement. How do we define excellence? In the
above-mentioned move towards merit pay for teachers, the evaluation of student excellence has been limited to the easiest type of
student outcome to measure: scores on standardized achievement
tests. As the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development argues, “If we want students to develop as well-rounded
human beings who are empathetic, thoughtful, and creative, we will
have to include these characteristics among our goals for schools
and seek ways to gauge our success.”
Will students, teachers and parents read “We Strive for Excellence”
banners and mottos to mean we value citizenship, mentschlichkeit,
sportsmanship or creativity? Or, in schools where what is most
often measured is academic knowledge, will a focus on striving for
excellence contribute to a limited view of valued outcomes?
The final issue I would like to consider is the place and prominence
of failure in an educational setting that focuses on striving for success. It is intriguing that a Google search on “strive for success in
schools” links to numerous articles on preventing perfectionism in
children, and helping those students who already struggle with it.
We know that when our focus is on winning the gold, getting the
A, etc., rather than on the process of training, learning and striving,
there are important lessons we miss. Adults may understand that
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the emphasis in the “strive for success” needs to be on the striving,
not on the success.
Adults may recognize the critical role of mistakes and failures in
the learning process. Adults may be familiar with the extensive and
growing positive psychology literature on the benefit of grit and
perseverance in supporting healthy, resilient development. Last
summer, I attended a multiday positive psychology training for
Jewish educators, including a segment on grit and perseverance.
We watched an advertisement which included a female racer taking
a serious fall during a track event. The woman not only stood up,
but went on to win the race, accompanied by swelling music and a
cheery sentiment about the power of persistence. The sophisticated
educators in the room were highly disturbed by this commercial
message, voicing complaints such as “perseverance doesn’t always
result in a win” and “a better lesson would be learned if she finished
the race in fifth place, and survived not getting a medal.” These educators understood the value and importance of failures for genuine
learning and building resilience.
The challenge for schools that tout “We Strive for Excellence” is to
both make failure acceptable, and to teach students how to fail and
how to keep going when they do. The challenge is to ensure that
striving for excellence resonates with students as a journey, with
bumps and detours that are as important as the destination.
One might argue that the concerns I am voicing are all a matter of
semantics. I am reading into the pursuit of excellence, the strive for
excellence, elements and intentions that are not meant to be there.
In Jewish tradition, we understand the power of words to hurt, to
motivate, to comfort. We have the paradigms of leshon hara, evil
speech, and ona’at devarim, harmful words, to teach us that words
matter. We have the prescriptive statements we offer to the mourner, and the format and formula of our prayers to demonstrate the
power of a phrase. It may be semantics that communicates more
than we intend, or less, when we announce “we strive for excellence,” but those are semantics we need to consider carefully. In
fact, we should apply the same semantic microscope to all elements
of our mission and vision statements, meticulously exploring how
they are heard and understood by our constituents, and how they
impact the teaching and learning in our schools.
I have suggested that we do a disservice when we focus exclusively
on excellence, on outcomes alone, without considering efforts
expended and obstacles overcome. I have argued that we risk
fostering in our teachers, families and students, a one-dimensional
view of learning and success, that may leave some feeling they are
failures, or excluded from our community of strivers and successes.
I am not suggesting that we turn off our efforts to strive; rather, that
our goals be broadened. We strive for excellence, and for goodness,
and for citizenship, and for an array of other valued characteristics
and skills. Most importantly, we strive for positive growth. Rabbi
Nahman of Breslov wisely asked, “If you are not a better person
tomorrow than you are today, what need have you for a tomorrow?”
Our schools will truly be excellent places when we all strive to
contribute, in myriad ways, to the growth of every student and the
promise of his or her personal tomorrow.

Samantha
Pack
Y. Boruch
Sufrin

Scaling Up Excellence in
Jewish Day Schools
What does it mean for a school to be “excellent”? In order to tackle this
sweeping question, we break down the idea of excellence into five key
components that have their origins in Robert Sutton and Huggy Rao’s
book, Scaling Up Excellence. We came across their work in preparation
for a 16-hour flight to Israel, in search of reading material both practical
and stimulating. As we delved into the book, we realized it could
serve as a roadmap, allowing us to chart the next steps in creating an
excellent educational institution.

Each of the five components of excellence in education involves the
“scaling up”—or the spread, reinforcement, and constant improvement of—the mindsets and methods that make a school effective
and enduring. By grounding these components in some of the
phrases and teachings of Judaism, we seek to offer a broadly applicable model for excellence in Jewish day schools.

Relentless restlessness
In order for a school to exhibit excellence, it must possess what
Sutton and Rao call a “relentless restlessness—that often uncomfortable urge for constant innovation, driven by the nagging feeling
that things are never quite good enough.” Undoubtedly, this tenacious impulse towards improvement can be recognized in the best
educators, who never cease to ask themselves, “What can I do to
make this lesson (or meeting, or assessment, or process) better?”
In Jewish day schools, we see this same impulse in the concept of
temidiyut, persistence, an example of which we find in the daily tamid sacrifice. Arguments in the Talmud that cite the tamid sacrifice
verse as the most important one in the Torah text mirror this relentless improvement. In performing a ritual every day, twice each
day, there is constant opportunity for either monotony or renewal.
Excellence requires a commitment to the latter. To achieve this, we

must constantly evaluate, reflect and move forward—rather than
stagnate—in order to achieve the renewal of purpose and intention that makes us excellent.

I own this place, and it owns me
Secondly, in order for a school to attain excellence, its stakeholders must feel a sense of ownership over their education. These
stakeholders include teachers, support staff, administrators, parents and above all, students. Indeed, educational research shows
that students achieve higher levels of academic success if they feel
ownership over their learning. Carefully considered opportunities
for student choice is one way that schools can foster a sense of
ownership. Providing students with structured options for a final
assessment—for instance, students may choose to write a play,
an essay or a series of diary entries after a novel study—increases
the likelihood that students will engage more fully with the unit’s
learning, as well as achieve and retain the understandings for
which the unit was designed.
Similarly, in the context of the Jewish day school, viewing the
Torah as inheritance allows for students’ deep exploration and
ownership. Inheritance carries with it notions of both past and
future. The Torah as inheritance symbolizes the generations of
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predecessors, imbuing a rich sense of history that Jewish day schools strive to share
with their students. However, Torah as inheritance also indicates an agency and autonomy in interpretation, a dynamic sense
of motion and a world of opportunity open
to scholars of the text. Thus, the principle
of kol mah shetalmid vatik atid lechadesh—
“Every innovation that a senior scholar will
make was already said to Moshe at Sinai”—
exemplifies excellence within Jewish day
schools precisely because it engenders the
dual sense of rich cultural inheritance and
active ownership. Students are encouraged
to bring new concepts to light in their
study of the Torah—rather than viewing it
as something to be passively absorbed and
regurgitated come assessment time.

Accelerate
accountability
Relatedly, ownership over one’s educational
environment engenders a sense of accountability. Sutton and Rao define accountability in corporate culture as the “tug
of responsibility,” which is so strong and
pervasive that “slackers, energy suckers,
and selfish soloists have no place to hide”
(20). Excellent schools strive to create
similar cultures, in which students internalize the school’s values and take it upon
themselves to uphold them. For instance, if
students truly feel that their school values
respect for oneself and others, they will be
more likely to remind their peers about the
importance of demonstrating respect and
mentschlichkeit. Peer-to-peer regulation is
often far more effective than teacher management; kids listen to their friends! What’s
more, students’ academic performance
benefits enormously if they are held—and
feel—accountable for their work and
behavior. The same is true of faculty and
staff: maintenance of a safe and comfortable work environment—everything from
cleaning up after themselves in the faculty
lounge to reporting misconduct or harassment—depend both upon stakeholders’
investment in their institution—“I own
this place”—and their sense of responsibility to and for their workplace.
The Jewish day school context allows for
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an additional dimension of self-reflection
that contributes to accountability. This is
especially true when we remind ourselves
annually in the Hebrew month of Ellul to
prepare for a new year on Rosh Hashanah
through a process of introspection and
reflection. As students progress through
schools that place emphasis on consistent
self-evaluation through cheshbon hanefesh,
spiritual accounting, they are well situated
to evaluate their actions. This, in turn,
allows for a level of accountability—that
“tug of responsibility”—that gives rise to
reflection and growth.

Hot causes to cool
solutions
In the world of education, professional
development is often considered crucial.
Who could argue with the value of teacher
training workshops, seminars and conferences? However, to achieve excellence,
schools must make a successful transition from what Sutton and Rao term “hot
causes to cool solutions.” Participation in
cutting-edge training does not necessarily
translate into excellent teachers or excellent schools. Many educators can relate
to the feelings of inspiration that follow
professional development workshops—the
“hot causes”—as well as the muted feelings
that come months later, when they vaguely
remember learning something interesting,
yet have reverted to tired or stale practices
since the workshop took place. The more
difficult work—the work that defines excellence—comes in setting out specific plans
for morphing inspiration and new ideas
into tangible, measurable and achievable
action—the “cool solutions.” Excellent administrators guide their teachers by asking,
What is your plan for implementing the
strategies we learned today, and what does
your timeline look like? How can you, the
teacher, translate inspiration into action,
and what concrete forms will that action
take—lesson plans, mindsets, practices,
collaboration, technology use?
We also see the power of action in the
phrase lo hamidrash ikkar ela hama’aseh,
“learning is not primary, only action.”
An excellent Jewish day school takes

this message to heart in the way it views
teacher professional development. While it
may seem counterintuitive for a school not
to consider learning primary, we interpret
this phrase more broadly, and with the
help of Sutton and Rao’s contention that
“every skilled executive, manager and
supervisor is both a ‘poet’ and a ‘plumber’.”
Both the “poetry”—the beliefs, mindsets,
mission statements and inspiration—and
the “plumbing”—concrete, nuts-and-bolts
actions, behaviors and, often, changes—are
necessary for excellence in education. One
cannot exist without the other, but what
makes action “primary,” in this sense, is
that the inspirational learning will soon
evaporate without the concrete action to
see it to fruition.
Having addressed the principle of lo
hamidrash ikkar ela hama’aseh as it applies
to teacher professional development, it is
worth examining whether this phrase also
applies to student learning. Let us take the
example of experiential service learning,
which relates closely to the Jewish principle
of tikkun olam. Instructing students about
poverty and homelessness within the walls
of the classroom does not make quite the
same impact as, say, working with students
to personally pack and deliver bag lunches
to homeless shelters. Indeed, research
supports the effectiveness of experiential
learning in engendering empathy, as well
as reinforcing and extending classroom
learning. However, without appropriate
and meaningful preparation and framing—that is, the important foregrounding
work done in school—the experiential
learning (the “action”) outside of school
may lack significance and context for students. Thus, to achieve excellence in Jewish
day schools—indeed, to uphold many of
the values that schools hold most dear—
both the “poetry” and the “plumbing” are
necessary.

Don’t just do
something—
stand there
Finally, the fifth component of educational excellence builds on King Solomon’s
wisdom of et lechal devar—“there’s a
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The Qualities
of Excellence in
Leadership
Cultivating excellence in the next generation of
Jewish leaders can be compared to the work of a
casting director in Hollywood. Through the course
of her day the casting director sees countless
talented actors many of whom, given the right
break, could emerge as stars. But the job of the
casting director is not to find the next star but to
place the actor in the right situation that will create
the perfect ensemble for a hit movie.

Or Mars
Jay Henry
Moses

Similar to casting a movie, pinpointing excellence in Jewish
leadership is an art form. There is no objective, scientific quality
of “excellence” embodied by some people and not others. The art
of cultivating excellence involves identifying people who exhibit
certain qualities and then helping them to hone those qualities
so that they can exercise leadership to impact our organizations,
communities and the Jewish world. The way an individual wields
and deploys these universal qualities is what adds up to excellence.
Before we discuss some of those qualities, though, it is important
to define this wily term “leadership.”
You don’t need to dig too deep to find a myriad of definitions of
leadership. For the purposes of this essay, we will define leadership as the skillful intervention in a group situation to effect positive
change. It doesn’t need to be a revolutionary move (though it could
be). Exercising leadership skillfully can mean simply asking the
right question at the right moment in the right way. Alternatively,
it can mean remaining silent at the right moment. Or it can mean
giving your version of the “I Have a Dream” speech in front of
thousands. Regardless of the scope, leadership entails inserting
yourself in a way that can move a group in a new direction toward
good. Usually such interventions require being an agent of change.
And change inevitably means loss for some people. So those who
exercise leadership will often encounter resistance. And to do that
work skillfully, effectively, and with excellence, one must bring
several qualities to bear.
The first five of these qualities are framed as a calibration between
extremes. Skillful leadership is a balancing act of how and when
to exhibit just the right amount of a particular quality. As Maimonides wrote, “The upright path is the middle path of all of the
qualities known to people” (Laws of Understanding 1:4).
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Humility vs. Confidence
This calibration is famously illustrated in Rabbi Simcha Bunam of
Pzhysha’s teaching that “Everyone must have two pockets that they
can reach into the one or the other, according to their needs. In the
right pocket are the words: ‘For my sake the world was created,’ and
in the left: ‘I am but dust and ashes.’” Exercising leadership is an act
of courage requiring faith that you are just the right person to be
intervening in that particular moment. It also requires humility to
know that you will not succeed unless you genuinely create space
for others to lead as well, and especially to know when you are not
the right person to intervene. Just as in life, finding the sweet spot
between overconfidence and utter lack of self-esteem is essential.

Patience vs. Urgency
Hillel the Elder’s question of “If not now, when?” often is taken as
rhetorical, but it can also be seen as an actual question and a way to
do a reality check. We might think that our leadership intervention
is the right way to go, but we need to be reflective and ask ourselves
if this is indeed the right time. Do I need to do it now? Will I be
more successful if I wait until a more opportune time? Ron Heifetz
and Marty Linsky (Leadership on the Line) note that leadership
means disappointing people at the rate they can absorb. Waiting for
the right situation and moment will be crucial to doing just that.
Moving too quickly might mean that you are suggesting changes to
people who are not ready to hear that news. Waiting too long might
mean that you miss the opportunity altogether. Skillful leadership
can balance taking the long view with the “fierce urgency of now”
exhorted by Martin Luther King Jr.

Humor vs. Seriousness of Mission
Excellence cannot emerge if we don’t see benefiting the Jewish People
as being of utmost importance. But being serious about your work
does not mean that laughter and levity cannot pervade all that you
do. Humor means that there is room for joy in our work—and there
is no excellence without joy. The right dosage of humor also leads to
an equanimity that is required in the tumult of our daily professional
lives. If we fill our work with humor there will be very little room left
for anger. Even in our holy work as Jewish professionals or volunteers we are barraged with egos, politics and daily disappointment. A
healthy sense of humor can foster a calm perspective to see the blessings of our special work through the fog of the many frustrations.

Grit vs. Quit
Grit refers to the “passion and perseverance for very long-term
goals. … It is living life like a marathon, not a sprint” (Duckworth
et al., “Grit: Perseverance and Passion for Long-Term Goals”). Grit
requires all of the calibrations noted above and a commitment to
the long game. This is definitely true for cultivating future Jewish

leaders. Our personal projects may be years in the making, and the
grand Jewish project is millennia long. It may take an entire career
to realize the impact that we had—and we may have to take it on
faith that we have actually had an impact. Rabbi Tarfon in Pirkei
Avot (2:15) reminds us that “the day is short and the task is great.”
Grit means that we will stick it out specifically because the task is
great, that we will work hard every day and nourish ourselves on
the small successes along the way. We also have to know when our
projects are going nowhere and when it is wise cut bait. Mindfulness teacher Jon Kabat-Zinn writes that sometimes just stopping
is an act of sanity and love. Excellence in leadership requires us to
know when and where is the right time for grit.

Optimism vs. Realism
As we noted above, leadership is the skillful use of one’s self to
intervene in a group situation to affect positive change. If we don’t
think that the Jewish world has the possibility of continued positive
change then we are in the wrong business. The Jewish world needs
optimists. Exercising leadership means having a robust imagination of what the future can be and then doing something to work
towards it. Optimism is contagious, so don’t keep it to yourself.
Inspired leadership requires us to share our optimism with others.
It could, in fact, result in a self-fulfilling prophecy of an amazing
Jewish future. Of course, unbridled optimism can veer into naiveté.
While remaining optimistic, skillful leadership necessitates a keen
sense of seeing things as they really are. If we are able to have a
clear view of reality then we can intervene more skillfully to bring
about a better future.
The next four qualities do not need to be framed as part of a balance. They are important to have in abundance, and excellent, skillful leaders can benefit from exhibiting more of these.

Curiosity
Leadership excellence requires curiosity. There are two types of
curiosity. The first is being curious about the world. Excellent leaders have an expansive definition of what is relevant to their work
and aim to learn more and more about the world to enhance their
skills. Harry Truman said, “All leaders are readers.” Being a skilled
Jewish leader requires continued learning, secular and Jewish, even
when it is not obviously relevant to your day-to-day tasks. The
second type of curiosity is a genuine interest in other people. If
leadership is about impacting people, then it makes sense that honing a curiosity about their motivations, interests, passions, feelings,
opinions and sensitivities is important. Of course, most of us make
it through our days not asking people about these things. Instead,
we operate from assumptions that are essentially made-up stories,
because we are not in the habit of asking people profound questions. Genuine curiosity helps us to get real information on which
we can base our leadership interventions. Curious leaders ask real
questions about the world and about the people they work with.
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The New
Excellence
Through
Online
Learning
I clearly recall one day, in elementary school, when
the rabbi came to our classroom and announced
that the average class grade on a recently taken
standardized test was better this year than it had
been the year before. That was the way teachers
and students were measured: as a whole, how did a
class perform? The educational system focused on
aggregate; if more students performed better, the
average would be higher.

This reliance on test scores to measure educational progress has
been the norm in the educational world for decades. Standardized
testing measures school achievements by averages and statistical
methods. This results in a focus on improving the test scores of
those students in the middle of the class, creating small improvements that move the school above the necessary threshold. While
this tactic may help elevate schools’ average test scores overall, it
results in less educational energy being expended towards the many
students who fall outside the focus group. But excellence is not defined by high test scores; excellence is achieved when each student
is able to fully develop his or her own potential. As we have come to
understand that there are different kinds of learners, and different
ways to support them, the conflict between “teaching toward the
middle” and excellence becomes very apparent. The magnitude of
the differences in how students learn, and the quantity of teaching
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options available to address these differences, open up better ways
to address student achievement than raising test scores by raising
average scores. Time is often also a significant hindrance to differentiation: schools often do not allot sufficient time and resources to
enable teachers to individualize their teaching.
One option for personalized learning is the use of online and
blended learning modalities. Online learning makes it possible
for any given school to offer an incredible catalog of courses, with
unprecedented opportunities for students to excel in subjects not
offered by the local school. Taking an online course seriously is a
commitment, and many times these courses are rigorously graded,
just like face to face courses.
Enabling schools to offer a more flexible and larger program of
courses provides an opportunity to meet diverse students’ needs,
and therefore for more students in a school to excel. Once online
learning becomes mainstream, schools can offer online courses
for scheduling conflicts and catch-up courses as well as advanced
courses for those students that need more.
Blended learning takes a different approach in enhancing personalized learning. Each child receives instruction appropriate for
their own needs, within the framework of an in-person class. Students come to school every morning and step into class; however,
what happens inside the room is very different from how your
typical class is structured. Many times the room is larger, there
may be computers stationed in certain places around the room and
tables are not organized in rows the way they were when I went
to school. Instead, students rotate between stations: the computer
station, independent work, group work, small group instruction
and personal meetings, as needed or based on a set protocol.
Data gathered by the computer program enriches the educators’
understanding of individual student needs and helps to tailor the
learning path of each student.
A classroom organized for blended learning is really about each
and every student succeeding, working in different spots within
the class on different elements designed by the teacher specifically for each particular student. At times, the learning experience may look more like a workspace, with individual, group and
personal meetings taking place. In fact, this model may better
prepare our student for the future, as it resembles the “real world
out there.”
While the online and blended learning modalities are very different,
both allow education to better fit individual needs. They also allow
flexibility, which changes the way teachers use their time at school,
in class and outside of the classroom. This flexibility is in contrast
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Creating Cultures
of Excellence
Questions for Seth Cohen
How do you determine excellence?
Charles Schusterman once said, “Trying to do something that has
not been done before takes time, risk, energy and skill if you want
it done well.” To me, that quote helps boil excellence down to its
very essence. It is the manifestation of time, commitment, mastery
and an understanding that to achieve excellence, one must have the
intention to do so. It is also something that, by its nature, is hard to
measure in objective or quantitative terms. Each of us understands
excellence within our own context and culture, so to say one “determines excellence” is perhaps misleading. We experience excellence,
and in turn, we help create the excellence that is experienced by
others. In this sense, excellence is truly a partnership of the creator
and the observer, and it is in that partnership that one can really
understand the idea and its impact.
Why is excellence important? Or is it?
There is no question that the idea and expression of excellence is
important—it serves as a form of both motivation and satisfaction.
Individuals of all ages and experiences, once they are exposed to
excellence, are then inspired and challenged to accept nothing less.
In this sense, a culture of excellence begins to become permeating
and self-perpetuating in a vital way, helping improve experiences,
individuals and organizations. So, not to overstate it, but a culture
of excellence is important because it impacts everything. At the
same time, excellence is not the same as perfection, and we should
recognize that to be excellent is to understand that imperfection is
an opportunity for improvement.
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Tell us how a vision of excellence factors in
the work of the team at Schusterman.
First and foremost, the vision of excellence within our organization starts at the very top. As a visionary leader of our organization
and in the broader philanthropic world, Lynn Schusterman holds
herself and all of us to the most exacting standards of excellence. In
the rigor with which we explore new ideas to the finest detail of the
programs we create, Lynn sets the standard of excellence for all of
us. Second, within our professional team, we emphasize continued
professional self-assessment and self-improvement, challenging each other to think harder and more creatively to deliver the
excellence that the constituencies we support demand from us. We
focus on engaging excellent talent, but even more so, we focus on
making sure that talent has the tools and training they need to grow
personally and professionally. Third, we make sure that we seek out
and emulate those leaders and organizations that are creating excellence in other fields. As a team, we know that there are visions of
excellence that we can learn from, and in doing so, we can not only
improve ourselves but the impact of our work as well.
How do you help ensure that the notions of excellence of
your organization and your grantees and partners are in alignment?
This is perhaps the most important part of our work: striving to ensure that those we partner with, whether as our grantees, program
partners and even our program participants, are aligned both with
our values and also our vision of excellence. And the truth is, that
work is also the most time intensive. It is one thing to say you hold

EXCELLENCE
IN OUR SCHOOLS
How to Define
and Measure
Outstanding
Teaching

Mitchel
Malkus

Our schools often use the word “excellence” to describe our goals in
teaching and learning, but what exactly does excellence in teaching
look like, and how do schools foster an environment where excellence in teaching is celebrated and acknowledged?

CESJDS faculty demonstrate the following characteristics of professional excellence:

Like other Jewish day schools, Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School
(CESJDS) seeks to engage and retain an exemplary faculty who are
well aligned with the school’s mission, culture and values. Our school
has recently developed a set of professional “characteristics” of excellence that faculty demonstrate on a regular basis. This document
is linked to our supervision and evaluation protocol, and teachers’
performance will be evaluated against these same criteria. We aspire
for administrators and supervisors to provide ongoing coaching and
feedback in support of these characteristics and skills, and will encourage teachers to reflect on these characteristics when developing
their annual professional growth goals.
In developing our characteristics document, we set out on a roughly
six-month schedule. We formed a faculty committee chaired by our
lower school principal and our upper school academic dean. The
committee engaged the entire faculty in discussions around what defines excellent teaching in our school. Using this shared wisdom, together with research in the field and our mission, vision and purpose
statements, the committee crafted a Characteristics of Professional
Excellence document and then sought feedback from the educational administration and the faculty. After thoughtful revision, the
committee presented a completed draft document, which the school
officially adopted this January.
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The document that we developed is succinct. For each of the statements in the characteristics document, our supervision and evaluation protocol spells out specific manifestations of the characteristics.

• We, as educators, know the content we teach and how to teach that
content to our students. We are effective, engaging, and passionate.
• We, as educators, are committed to students as learners and as
individuals—and form meaningful relationships with them. We are
caring, compassionate, and responsive to the diversity of student needs.
• We, as educators, actively partner with families in supporting
student growth.
• We, as educators, are engaged with the life of our school community.
• We, as educators, are collegial and actively collaborate with
professionals throughout our school community.
• We, as educators, are committed to lifelong learning and actively pursue
professional growth.
• We, as educators, fulfill, honor, and embody the mission, core values,
and policies of our school.

In addition to being used to define, evaluate and foster excellence
in teaching, the characteristics can be shared in communication
on job postings, as the basis for interview questions, and as part of
hiring decisions. The importance of these characteristics can also be
emphasized in the school’s induction program.
The characteristics document is the way the school’s unique mission,
culture and values are reflected, supported and re-energized in what
we consider to be excellence in teaching.
What does your school look for in great teaching? And, more importantly, how do you define and foster that excellence in your faculty?

PURSUING
EXCELLENCE

Excellent
Questions
for
Excellent
Schools
Amy L.
Sales

Excellent schools are high on inquiry, exhibiting
the same curiosity that they try to inculcate in
their students. Unfortunately, many schools lack
a culture of inquiry and fail to see the value of
regularly surveying members of their school
community. In part, this failure may be attributed to a
misunderstanding of what such research is and what
it can accomplish for the school.

The Argument for School
Research
Studies involving your stakeholders are interventions that benefit the
school both through the process of the study (how it involves people
in developing questions and getting and using answers) and through
the results (what you learn from the data). Such studies need not be
limited to a survey format but can gather qualitative data through
interviews and focus groups. These methods provide a precious
opportunity to sit with your stakeholders and listen to their stories,
thoughts, feelings and ideas. Indeed, there is no better way to learn
what is on their minds and how they perceive the school.
School research should not be a onetime event but rather an ongoing activity. You need to conduct periodic studies because your key
question can change, the people you need to hear from can change,
and certainly the situation of your school can change.
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These studies release you from your own mindset and expose you
to different ways of thinking about school matters. They help you
see your school through the eyes of others: current and prospective
parents, board members, funders, members of the community, and
the like. Moreover, if you ask your question of different stakeholder groups, you will be able to seek interconnections among
viewpoints—where they converge, diverge, or suggest potential
synergies. Does your school have the same reputation with current
parents as it does with potential parents? Are lapsed donors’ ideas
for the school’s growth and improvement different from those of
current donors? Do teachers and parents hold the same views of
academic competition and workload? You need multiple viewpoints to answer these questions.
Moreover, research is an extraordinary engagement tool. Regardless
of whether people participate in the research process by creating
and asking the questions or by offering their views and opinions,
they are playing a role in assessing and improving the school. Being
involved in the process leads to a sense of ownership and a sense of
mattering to the school community and its future.

Getting Started
To begin to build a research practice, you need to answer three
questions for your first study: What is your key question; that is,
what do you want to know? Who has answers? Why are you asking?

What do you want to know?
In conducting any study, the answers you get will be only as relevant, useful and interesting as the questions you ask. You want to
ask questions that are of import to your school. If you already have
the answer to a question and are asking only to be polite, it is not a
great question. If your question can be answered in a single word
(“yes” or “no”) it is also not a great question. Excellent questions
should yield data that make a difference—by educating and inspiring stakeholders, and animating action.
The following questions were proffered in a recent workshop for
professional and volunteer leaders interested in developing studies
for their day schools:
• How do we develop our board?
• How do we structure and fund professional development?
• Why are families leaving the school?
• How do we get our message out to the community
and increase enrollment?
• How do we market to constituencies we are not yet reaching?
• How do we retain students?
• What is the students’ perspective on academic
pressure and competition?
• How can the school offer services to students who need
extra help but who want to remain in mainstream classrooms?
• How many day schools can our community sustain?
• How can we keep a small school feeling now that
our school has grown fivefold?

Sharon
Marson

pportunity Excellence:
ducation for All

A number of years back as the second
grade enrichment teacher, working with
small groups of high performing reading
and math students, I was repeatedly approached by other second graders asking,
“When is my turn for enrichment?” It
haunted me. When was their turn? Sam,
a precocious child reading a bit below
grade level, was the child to ask how
to navigate an app. Allie was not in my
math group, but every day she noticed a
scarf I was wearing or that my shirt went
well with my shoes. I knew we could get
creative about answering the children’s
earnest question.
Having been inspired by the work of
my teacher Joseph Renzulli, a seminal
thinker and researcher in gifted education, who said, “Every child should have
the chance to be exceptional without
exception,” I suggested a plan for our
school modeled on a broader conception of giftedness and human potential, a
model that explores a discipline in depth
and enables each student to discover and
take pride in the gifts and talents with
which she or he is endowed. With the
support and guidance of SAR Academy’s principal, Rabbi Binyamin Krauss,
enrichment clusters, a core component in

Renzulli’s work, is the delivery vehicle we
established for this mission.
The clusters are organized around major
disciplines, interdisciplinary themes, or
cross-disciplinary topics. They are built on
inquiry, advanced content, and authentic
methodology, which allow students to secure and then apply new skills to real-world
issues that are personally meaningful. Enrichment clusters are a means for disseminating enrichment pedagogy to all students,
founded on the belief that everyone has the
potential to demonstrate gifted behavior
and express excellence. It does not assume
everyone has an IQ in the gifted range;
rather it suggests that when children are
given opportunities that help gifts emerge,
they can exhibit gifted behavior. Research
shows that interest is more predictive for
achievement than standardized measurements of intelligence. Carol Dweck, author
of Mindset, writes, “Our society tends to
think geniuses are born, not made, but it is
clear from the history of so many geniuses
that motivation is a huge component.”
Our program at SAR Academy offers two
semesters of nine to twelve week duration
for third through fifth graders, one nine
week semester for second graders, and an

introductory six week program for first
graders. In total over the year, the school
provides over a hundred different offerings.
The challenging learning pursued reflects
the project-based learning approach,
and as such each enrichment cluster has
a question that drives the exploration.
The exploration incorporates elements of
gifted-education pedagogy by pursuing
advanced and rigorous content aimed at escalating students’ performance, integrating
historical content, using advanced vocabulary, investigative activities and inductive
learning, encouraging creative production,
higher-level thinking and open-ended
questioning, and making use of advanced
resources and reference materials. Authentic methodology, which is part of the rigorous exploration, introduces tools of the
trade needed to accomplish tasks within
the cluster along with following investigative methodology of practicing professionals in the real world. Many of our enrichment clusters welcome a visiting speaker, a
practitioner in a related field of study to act
as both a resource for the students’ inquiry
as well as to model what is possible as a 21st
century real world problem-solver.
Additionally, our program aligns with
Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence
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theory, which provides a framework
beyond IQ for looking at students’
diverse abilities and individual strengths
in a variety of areas. Our wide array of
enrichment clusters address the diversity
of ability and strength children possess.
Offerings include Aquarium Builders
Society, Game Design Studio, Four Star
Dining Review Forum, iBook Publishing, Building Bridges Institute, CodeKids,
The Baseball Project, Monkey Business,
Graphic Design Studio, Kilometer Kids,
Invention Convention, EcoDetectives,
World Drumming Culture, Lego and
the Mishkan, Dog Lovers Society, Start a
Business, and many, many more.
As schoolwide enrichment coordinator, I
build this program each semester considering overall what is appropriate to offer
each grade(s) and the particular children
within those grades. I then work with each
of our talented faculty members individually, as well as select parents and grandparents, to elicit and consider an area of
interest, strength, or passion. Together we
develop a way to package their interest
area and channel it in developmentally
challenging ways for our students. One
period a week during the school day
teachers, tech educators, maintenance
staff, guidance department, principals,
secretaries, business office workers,
parents, and grandparents guide our
children’s explorations. Faculty members
often find gratification in sharing their
passions, and some rediscover an aspect
of themselves for which they previously
had no time. The monetary cost of this
program is primarily the nominal amount
needed for each cluster’s materials. This
program is replicable, and can reflect each
school’s needs, as I see when consulting at
other schools in helping them establish an
enrichment cluster program or to elevate
their work in this vein.
Our school days are full, more than full.
Is there time for a program like this?
Our adherence to the “more time is better” argument fails to take into account
research indicating just the opposite.
For example, international comparison
studies report that schools in eight of the
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eleven nations that surpass the US in an
assessment of math instruction spent less
time on math instruction than do American schools. In the corporate world, at
Google and other innovative companies,
20% of time is set aside for employees to
work on their passion and interest. Gmail
was a result of 20% time.
Since our ultimate goal is to help children
develop their interests and talents and
understand how they can share their gifts
with the world, each cluster’s exploration
applies their knowledge and is grounded
by creating a product, service, or performance for an authentic audience. This
deepens ownership of the learning and
drives students to achieve greater excellence. These products, services and performances are infused into the broader community. For instance, we donate original
handmade hats designed in Mad Hatters
Studio to the Bronx Jewish Community
Council; Sports Science Institute children
visit the Hebrew Home to help seniors
exercise; students in Science Is THE Story
have their photographic and scientific
work, “Shadow and Light,” exhibited at a
local café; and third and fourth graders in
PC Builders Academy sell PCs they built
from scratch as a fundraiser.
Educational researchers have long questioned whether standardized IQ is the entire story of giftedness. Dr. Scott Kaufman
writes that Herbert Simon and K. Anders
Ericsson, and others, have demonstrated
in research findings, acquired expertise
can trump preexisting ability, thereby
allowing us to compensate for weaknesses
and build strengths. Excellence can be
developed. Our students intuited this, as
seen in the reflection form they fill out. A
second grader wrote, “Being in enrichment clusters helped me realize you can
do anything when you try.” Other children
recorded the following: “School is to
learn different things.” “Sometimes things
sound hard but you can do it.” “I am really
artistic.” “I’m good at building computers.”
“I can put on a play without having stage
fright.” “It’s important to put in effort.”
“Enrichment clusters are really exciting!”
“I can do things that I thought I could

not.” “Drumming isn’t something you do,
it’s a passion.” “When you try new things
sometimes you love them.” A first grader
poetically penned, “The world is an open
door and feel free to open it.”
Imagine what can happen when we
ask ourselves at what are we excellent.
Imagine what happens when we share that
excellence—our passions and talents and
strengths—with small groups of children
with similar strengths and talents during
dedicated blocks of time. After all, we do
not know what people are capable of until
they tap into their strengths, interests, and
passions. We didn’t know what Einstein
(who was considered by family members
as almost backwards) was capable of or
what possibility lay within him. Children
are works in progress.
It is Wednesday, 12:30 pm. Three hundred
children are bustling to attend their
enrichment cluster where they encounter
their unique excellence. No longer are only
a select few of high performing reading
or math students given the opportunity to
participate in enrichment programming.
A parent whose child struggles with traditional academic subjects said to me with
great emotion, “Now my child feels really
successful. Thank you for what you are
doing.” Another shared that Wednesday is
a day her child refuses to be absent. “I’m
not allowed to pull him out of school for
a doctor’s appointment on Wednesdays,
and he has even pretended he is well when
he has fever in order to not miss out,” she
relays. The children themselves ask, “How
many days until next Wednesday?” and,
“Do we get an extra week of enrichment
clusters since we missed a session because
of the snow day?”
What is excellence? Just ask the students;
you will find there isn’t a child who can’t
tell you when he or she is achieving. That
is what our program is doing for children.
We are giving students equal opportunities
to have success and express their distinct
excellence. They feel accomplished. They
are happy. They are defining themselves as
gifted in multitudinous ways. That is why
they can’t miss a moment of it.

PURSUING
EXCELLENCE

Why Fix What Ain’t Bro
Striving for Excellence in Hebrew Education

What does it take to achieve excellence in Hebrew
education? A willingness on behalf of the leaders and
community to engage in a critical examination of an
already successful program. At the Epstein School in
Atlanta, we had developed a reputation as a school with

Over many years, we developed a sophisticated
approach to Hebrew language pedagogy based
on intensive immersion. The approach, with
its many ingredients, succeeded in raising
students’ proficiency, as observed in the level
attained by our graduates and by their comfort
and fluency during school trips to Israel.

a highly successful Hebrew immersion program. And yet,
internally, we knew we could do better; there were gaps in
achievement that we struggled to address, and we needed

demands on our plates. This article chronicles how we

Structural ingredients are not sufficient to
provide excellence, but they are vital to an immersion program’s success. The pillars of our
program ensure consistency and quality while
maintaining common language among constituents, and today we can no longer envision
a program lacking any of these key ingredients.

embarked on the journey to ensure our students receive

Messaging

the best immersion services we can provide. We came

The commitment to Hebrew should be found
in the mission statement, in marketing materials, in new staff training materials, and in
daily conversations. Hebrew is a cornerstone
of the program and attracts families because
of the academic rigor it provides and how it
informs students’ Judaism. This messaging
requires training of prospective parents about
the benefits of bilingualism from the latest
brain-based research.

the perspective of an outside expert to help give us a
bigger picture on the program’s goals and implementation.
Many schools would question why we spent time and
resources to fix what isn’t broken when there are so many

away with a profound sense of renewed commitment to
our values, identity and mission statement.
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Key Ingredients
for Excellence
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Grinfas-David
Idit
BenDavid
Liat
Kadosh

roke?
Time
Hebrew is a part of every student’s day,
regardless of the amount of support or
enrichment he or she needs. Hebrew is
introduced in the early childhood program,
and duration lengthens until in grades 1-5
students spend half their day immersed in
Hebrew. In middle school, students participate in Hebrew lessons differentiated by
levels of performance, and may learn Tanakh
and rabbinics in Hebrew based on their
proficiency level.

Recruitment
Hiring native-level–certified teachers is
essential for educating students toward
language proficiency. Israeli teachers usually
bring both a high skill level in language
acquisition, and just as importantly for day
schools, a cultural and spiritual connection
to modern Israel. Through them, students
experience how the language is used to describe a situation, express an opinion, sing,
pray, celebrate, display emotion, struggle
with strife and create new cultural artifacts
to add to one’s heritage. Each year, countless hours and resources are devoted to
arranging work visas and recruiting the best
educators from Israel.

Training
Professional development with experts in the
field is costly and necessary to maintain high
quality instructional practices. Many teachers
go on to attain degrees in language acquisition to hone their skills. Directors who are
experts can provide ongoing coaching, which
is essential to teacher growth and success
as they reflect on their practice. The school
regularly holds in-service days with a sole
focus on Hebrew, including guest speakers
on how to differentiate for students with
diagnosed language disorders.

that serve as displays of student work show
off both languages. The commitment to bilingualism should be felt the moment one steps
foot in the school.

Programming
Each year in each grade, student milestone
celebrations and performances are conducted
in Hebrew, validating how much they learned
throughout the year and how parent investment in an immersion program has benefitted their child. These public displays cement
the community value of the centrality of the
Hebrew to our identity.

Resources
While no one curriculum can meet all of
the students’ needs, without a curriculum, a
program becomes haphazard and piecemeal.
Without a clear spiral in content, vocabulary
or language goals, the program lacks a strong
trajectory of learning and student growth.
One has to acquire a repository of Hebrew
books, magazines and other authentic online
materials, and constantly gauge how these
can be used to supplement curricula and to
achieve linguistic ends. With Israel’s history
of immigration, a centralized ministry of
education, and successful models of integrating olim chadashim (new immigrants) from
ulpan to the Israel Defense Forces through
immersion, many materials developed in
Israel can be made suitable for Hebrew students around the world.

Technology
Access to electronic devices is critical for
young learners. They are able to access
subscriptions and materials online, produce
multimedia presentations of their work,
and most importantly communicate in real
time with native speakers. Whether Skyping with peers or listening to guest speakers
in Israel, creating a true need for communication in the target language is an essential
building block for proficiency. Technology
is viewed as the tool for social learning.

Environment
Hebrew is seen and not just heard. Each
room and avenue in the building is given
a Hebrew name, all English signage is
translated into Hebrew, and bulletin boards

A Critical
Examination of
Implementation
With the above eight structural ingredients
firmly in place, the immersion program
appeared to be thriving, with professionals
from outside our school visiting specifically
to study the program. Nonetheless, the staff
and administration knew that the program
could still be improved. We were concerned
about the growing gap between students’ level of understanding (reading and listening)
and their ability to produce language (writing and speaking). Being in a school culture
devoted to change and ongoing improvement
demanded we continuously evolve to find
ways to raise the level of Hebrew in each
division. The gap in student output led us
to decide to invest additional time and resources into rethinking our goals for Hebrew,
along with our curriculum and pedagogy. We
hired outside experts to assess our program
in terms of its vision, curriculum, instruction and student outcomes. Greg Duncan,
founder and president of InterPrep, Inc.
together with Tova Cohen, Emory University
(ret.) and Marcia A. Spielberger, Santillana
USA Publishing Company were selected for
their background in language evaluation of
schools and Hebrew expertise.
The first step was to initiate a comprehensive
Hebrew audit with the team assembled by
the school as third party consultants, looking
at the full scope of the school, including over
530 students, three divisions (early childhood to middle school), over 50 teachers,
school leaders and parents. Experts observed
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Cultivating Pedagogic
Excellence in Teachers
Cultivating pedagogic excellence in teachers
clearly impacts students, schools and the field
of Jewish day school education. While no
two Jewish day schools share the exact same

Yael Adler Bailey
Nina Bruder
Fayge Safran

Excellence in teaching doesn’t happen in a vacuum. We have
learned in our work partnering with more than 100 Jewish day
schools across the country over the past decade, and through research in the field, that the following elements foster the cultivation
of excellent teachers—teachers who are committed, innovative and
constantly growing.

goals and approaches for educational content
outcomes, all schools do share the same goals
of reaching and teaching all of their students.
Helping teachers grow from good to great
to excellent can be achieved when a number
of conditions are in place to support teacher
growth. At the core is a school culture of
learning, innovation and collaboration, along
with school leaders who invest in and support
teacher growth. Standards-based peer coaching
or mentoring is an essential component as well.

At the Jewish New Teacher Project (JNTP), we have spent over a
decade helping beginning teachers in Jewish day schools increase
their effectiveness, confidence and commitment to teaching
through intensive standards-based mentoring. Our New Teacher
Induction program is based on the proven, validated work of our
parent organization, New Teacher Center (NTC), an award-winning national organization leading the field in new teacher and new
principal support in public schools across the country.
We define excellence in teaching not as an endpoint, but rather as
a process. Beginning teachers strive to master techniques such as
classroom management, effective lesson planning, and differentiation. Veteran teachers, even after mastering these basic elements of
teaching, continue to learn and grow, to innovate, and always strive
to be better. In a recent blog entitled “Highly Effective Teachers are
Never Done Learning,” Liam Goldrick, director of policy at New
Teacher Center, writes, “The truth is that great teachers aren’t born
and are never completely ‘made’—but continuously develop over
the course of their careers. There is no such thing as a finished
product when it comes to highly effective teachers. Talented, experienced teachers are reflective, curious and persistent. Like their
students, they are learners, too.”

Supportive School
Leadership
Teachers thrive in an environment where the message from the
school’s leadership is, “We want you to succeed, and we will do everything we can to help support your success.” Principals can contribute to a teacher’s success in many ways, from establishing and
consistently implementing a vision, to setting policies, providing
resources, developing curriculum, etc. Paramount to communicating this message is the creation of a positive culture of support, with
formative as well as summative assessment and opportunities for
professional development. That includes being present in teachers’
classrooms via formal and informal observations, providing feedback, and setting aside time for teachers to create goals and reflect
on practice. As Paul Bambrick-Santoyo writes (“Teacher Evaluation: What’s Fair? What’s Effective?”), “The key driver of teacher
development isn’t accurate measurement of teachers’ performance.
It’s guidance on exactly how to improve.”

Culture, Climate and
Working Conditions
Positive school culture, climate and working conditions are fundamental to fostering the achievement of excellence. All members of a
school community respond to an environment which is supportive,
optimistic, productive, and in which there are positive presuppositions about student and staff potential to learn and grow. A culture
in which there is open communication, positive relationships and
high expectations creates an ongoing learning community. The following are some aspects of a positive culture.

Trust
In Talk About Teaching, Charlotte Danielson writes, “The first, and
some would argue the most important, characteristic of a school
making progress toward improved student learning is that the
leader has established an atmosphere of trust: trust among teachers
and between teachers and administrators.” Trust, indicated by the
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willingness of teachers to be vulnerable and open, is a foundation
for growth. In an NTC survey on working conditions in the nation’s schools entitled Teaching, Empowering, Leading and Learning
(TELL), data indicate that one of the highest predictors of student
achievement is the level of trust and mutual respect at a school.

Collaboration
Collaboration and collegiality are also at the core of a learning and
growth environment. Teachers don’t function best in isolation. Few
professionals do. Collaborating around best practices, student work,
student interactions and more creates a community of learners and
an environment of sharing, expanding vision and perspective. Deprivatizing teacher practice is empowering and validating, encourages risk-taking and results in growth. Teachers need permission
and a safe framework in which to experiment with ideas, receive
feedback, and examine their practice in deep and open ways.

Ongoing Professional Development and
Reflective Practice
Teachers cannot advance in their pursuit of excellence unless
they are stimulated and challenged by new learning. In Improving
Schools from Within, Roland Barth writes, “Nothing within a school
has more impact upon students in terms of skills development,
self-confidence, or classroom behavior than the personal and
professional growth of their teachers. When teachers examine,
question, reflect on their ideas and develop new practices that lead
towards their ideas, students are alive. When teachers stop growing,
so do their students.” Professional development that is job-embedded, consistent, ongoing and relevant empowers teachers to own
their own learning and direct their own growth. As a result, teachers gain self-confidence and perceive themselves as professional
educators. Not only do students feel the impact, but the dialogue
among faculty is transformed.

Standards and Goals
Alice: Which way should I go?
Cat: That depends on where you are going.
Alice: I don’t know.
Cat: Then it doesn’t matter which way you go.
Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland
A set of professional teaching standards (such as Danielson,
Marzano, or a school’s own set) provides both a roadmap and a
destination for teachers. Teaching standards are a clear, objective
articulation of what excellence in teaching looks like and sounds
like in its highest form. Pedagogic standards also provide teachers and supervisors with a shared language and understanding of
expectations as well as the basis for performance evaluation.
Professional teaching standards, along with a process for setting
professional goals, can help advance teacher practice, which in turn
advances student learning. Teachers benefit from knowing what to
strive for in order to reach mastery and excellence. Teachers can
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self-assess on the standards, identify areas of strength and growth,
and set goals. Based on the standards, teachers can target areas they
would like to develop and strengthen. They can measure their own
growth against their own goals. These goals can serve as a frame for
supervisors as well as for colleagues to use during observations to
collect data and offer feedback or evaluation. Attainment of early
goals contributes to a feeling of success and empowers teachers to
set new goals for further growth.

Intensive Mentoring and
Peer Coaching
Colleagues’ support of each other’s practice is a key component of
cultivating excellence in teachers. Peer mentors or coaches can develop and nurture reflective, problem-solving, collaborative habits
of practice. A mentor or coach can help teachers—and especially
beginning teachers, as we’ve seen in our work—strive toward excellence by guiding them through the transition from being a reactive
instructor to a reflective instructor.
To work optimally, peer mentoring/coaching pairs need dedicated
time and space for self-assessing professional practice on a continuum of professional teaching standards, goal-setting, discussing
classroom observations, collecting and analyzing observation data,
sharing feedback, reflecting, and looking at student work. This, of
course, aligns with the need for a positive, growth-oriented school
culture and having a set of teaching standards and goals toward
which to strive.
These elements of fostering teacher growth apply to teachers at all
stages of their careers, from beginning to veteran teachers. In practice, utilizing a standards-based peer mentoring program can play
out differently among teachers with different levels of experience.
Beginning teachers, even those with formal teaching degrees, do
not yet have the experience necessary to cultivate excellence in their
classrooms. Regardless of the preparation and support that many
teachers receive before they begin their first job, nothing compares
to the actual on-the-job learning that takes place in the first few
years of teaching. It is during these critical first years that teachers
develop habits of practice that endure throughout their careers. As
we have seen in our work, a set of teaching standards against which
to self-assess and set goals for growth, coupled with an intensive
mentoring program based on weekly classroom observations
and data collection, can accelerate a beginning teacher’s practice
exponentially. Beginning teachers are hungry for support and crave
feedback. Providing beginning teachers with a safe space to reflect
on their practice accelerates their learning, improves their teaching
practice, and gives them a sense of belonging, resulting in higher
levels of motivation to stay in their jobs and strive for excellence.
More seasoned teachers often have already set their habits of practice, yet many recognize that there is always room for improvement
and growth. Especially with new educational trends such as the use
of technology in the classroom and Common Core, even the most
seasoned teachers have learning opportunities and growth edges.

PURSUING
EXCELLENCE

Badges of Excellence in
Professional Development
Teacher professional development is one of the most
consistent and reliable tools available for improving
schools. Because teachers are increasingly recognized
as the single most important factor in making change
within a school, professional development programs
can lead to increased student learning by providing

Sarah
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a novel approach to micro-credentialing, offers the opportunity for
personalized professional learning for teachers. A number of Jewish
educational organizations, looking to meet the unique needs of their
teachers, have been among the first to exploit this technology. In order
to better understand the opportunity to reboot Jewish day school
teacher professional development with open badges, we must first
define open badges and examine some examples of how digital badges
are being used to strengthen learning opportunities for educators.

teachers an opportunity to reflect on their practices
and develop new pedagogical skills. However,
providing quality teacher professional development
remains a significant challenge for all educational
organizations. Time and financial constraints often
limit professional development opportunities to a
one-and-done, one-size-fits-all model, which in turn
provides little opportunity for teacher improvement.
Research reveals that when asking teachers about
their professional development experiences, they will
likely reflect that quality learning opportunities are
outnumbered by ineffective workshops.
High-quality teacher professional development is job-embedded,
meaning it is “teacher learning that is grounded in day-to-day
teaching practice and is designed to enhance teachers’ contentspecific instructional practices with the intent of improving student
learning.” Job-embedded PD naturally supports sustained, ongoing
learning, that may include coaching; mentoring; action research;
observing a class and reflecting on those observations; working
collaboratively on a team to examine a problem or student work
sample; or shadowing a colleague. These kinds of opportunities
help teachers make more relevant connections to their actual
classroom teaching, integrating with a teacher’s prior knowledge of
effective pedagogy. In addition, Internet communication technology has changed the paradigm for teacher professional development,
opening up a whole new world of learning. Globally connected
communities of practice enhance teacher learning by providing
opportunities for sharing collective wisdom and dialogue about
real-world examples, which helps in removing the isolation barrier
of the classroom that many teachers experience as professionals.
Teachers are no longer limited to the workshop model of teacher
professional development, even when financial and time constraints
are paramount. Among the new technologies available, open badges,
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Open Badges
More than a graphic icon, a digital badge is a micro-credential that
signifies an achievement. Open badges, created by a team led by the
Mozilla Foundation, is an Internet protocol for a digital badge that
has embedded metadata, detailing information about the achievement
(e.g., the issuing institution, a rubric or set of standards for merit, an
artifact demonstrating the accomplishment). Consequently, badges can
tell the story of a learner, mark achievements, and reflect a learner’s
knowledge, skills, habits and
learning pathways in more detail
than what is possible with traditional assessments, like grades
or certificates. Open badges,
because they are an Internet
protocol, are portable and easily
sharable through a variety of social media interfaces. Badges also have
the potential to transparently recognize granular levels of learning that
traditional forms of assessment may not.
The MacArthur Foundation launched an open badges project in 2001
with the Digital Media and Learning Competition, where a total of
2 million dollars was awarded collectively to winning entries that
would ignite the development of an open badges ecosystem, including
organizations like the Smithsonian Museums, NASA, Disney-Pixar
and the Girl Scouts. Badges are also catching on in other settings such
as the corporate world, where Deloitte uses digital badges to level
up staff development, and higher education, where the University of
California at Davis uses a competency-based badge system for an undergraduate sustainable agricultural and food systems program. Open
badges are increasingly employed in K-12 education through projects
such as Digital Promise, which seeks to recognize competency-based
teacher preparation and professional development for educators
throughout their careers.
Serendipitously, Jewish educational organizations have also been
using digital badges to strengthen learning opportunities. TAMRITZ,
a badge-empowered learning network for Jewish educators and
their students, currently offers an annual “Summer of Learning” for

secondary teacher professional development. As online professional
development, TAMRITZ focuses on immersing teachers in a community of practice that wrestles with leading edge pedagogy and
new media tools through hands-on tinkering and experimentation.
Educators move through Levels (macro badges signifying overarching learning outcomes) and Quests (micro badges or distinct skills
supporting the Levels) as teachers make choices about how they
will demonstrate and apply their skills and understandings. Immersed in a connected community that breaks geographic and time
constraints, educators share ideas and lessons from the trenches,
post comments and reflections on learners’ blogs and digital journals and share their learning artifacts.
Paramount to the success of the TAMRITZ model is the opportunity for educators to be immersed in a safe learning community
that encourages tinkering with new media and leading edge pedagogy while sharing generously with colleagues. The centerpiece
of TAMRITZ’s Summer of Learning, the Digital Age Teaching
badge, includes three main learning pathways or levels: Learner 2.0,
Professional Learning Networks (PLNs) and Digital Citizenship.
Each level is tied to a few essential questions that promote professional development. For example, the PLNs badge asks, “How can
a professional learning network support my growth and practice?”
and “How can a personal learning network support my students’
learning and my own?”
For each level badge, teachers choose two additional micro badges
to complete, such as Blogs, RSS, Social Bookmarking and Twitter. As an example, one rabbi in the learning community chose to
explore Twitter for the first time
and connected with other Jewish
educators in the weekly #Jedchat
tweetchat. He also chose the
Social Bookmarking Quest and
created his own social bookmarking group for collecting and
sharing resources around Jewish studies and Hebrew instruction.
He used his social bookmarking group to invite members of the
TAMRITZ learning community to follow him and to suggest additional resources. In another example, a Jewish day school language
arts teacher applied her learning experiences from the Blogging
Quest to create a blogging campus at her own day school, where she
trained her colleagues in utilizing blogs as learning portfolios in the
classroom, both in Jewish and secular studies.

Open Badges for Teacher
Professional Development
TAMRITZ’s Summer of Learning is only one model for implementing a badge system for teacher professional development
in Jewish day school education. Building upon the successful
elements of the TAMRITZ program and providing even more
opportunities to personalize the educator experience will further
empower teachers to design their own professional development
that is relevant, self-directed and connected, which will ultimately
impact student achievement.
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Relevant
Badges transparently and comprehensively document skills, training, specialties, experiences and interests relevant to a teacher’s
toolkit. By designing badge learning experiences with input from
teachers on their goals, interests and needs within their discipline
and/or content areas, the learning is immediately applicable, jobembedded and relevant. The badges are valued by the learner and
tied to their learner identity.

Self-Directed
Badges amplify the opportunity for learners to make decisions
about their own learning processes, pathways, goals, resources and
outcomes. Badge learning supports self-directed learning, which
research tells us comprises 70% of adult learning.

Connected
The Digital Age affords us with anytime, anywhere opportunities
to learn. We can chat with colleagues and experts from around
the globe and collaborate synchronously and asynchronously by
co-creating dynamic multimedia and artifacts of learning. When
designed within a connected learning community, badge learning
for teacher professional development integrates interest-driven,
academically grounded and peer-supported learning—the foundation of connected learning. The badges’ value is augmented by
being connected to a learning community dedicated to improved
teacher practice and student achievement.
Open badges have the potential to reboot educator professional
development in Jewish day schools. It is time to take advantage
of the affordances of digital age learning, where we can personalize learning experiences, provide agency and choice and make the
entire learning journey relevant.
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Which visuals will add meaning to it? How will they incorporate
the time period into their short story, and build suspense?
What I also particularly enjoy about the High Tech pedagogy is its
emphasis on what Einstein called combinatorial thinking. By yoking together subjects and ideas that aren’t obviously connected, the
school helps students think and act in innovative ways. The school
fosters creativity not only in its emphasis on the arts but on how it
has students engage with all their subjects. For example, when my
colleagues and I were at the school, we heard from Maya, a junior
who had completed a fascinating project in her freshman year: her
class learned various theories about the rise and fall of civilizations throughout history and studied simple machines in physics.
In groups, students then chose one of the theories of civilization
and used a laser cutter to create a gear system on a piece of wood;
the gear system was a visual representation of the group’s theory of
civilizations’ rises and downfalls, and each group’s wood segment
connected with another, so the class’ work became a wheel that
comprehensively represented all the theories working together.
When the wheel is turned on, not only does each individual segment’s gears turn, but the whole wheel turns as well. What an
incredibly complex way to have the students interact with history,
with physics, and with each other. We saw the wheel: it’s displayed
in a main conference room, a work in which the school takes
tremendous pride.

Creativity Standards
It might seem challenging to develop standards for measuring
creativity, but the Buck Institute of Education, an educational
consulting organization for project-based learning, has developed
a creativity and innovation rubric. The standards focus on both
aspects of creativity that we’ve been discussing: creativity in presentation and ingenuity and imagination in idea generation, selection
and development. Note that the standards also measure student
ability to be creative in locating research sources and in contributing to discussion. Below are three benchmarks from the rubric, as
well as the description of student work that is “at standard.”
I. Identify Sources of Information
• in addition to typical sources, finds unusual ways or places to
get information (adult expert, community member, business or
organization, literature)
• promotes divergent and creative perspectives during discussions
II. Generate and Select Ideas
• uses idea-generating techniques to develop several original ideas
for product(s)
• carefully evaluates the quality of ideas and selects the best one to
shape into a product
• asks new questions, takes different perspectives to elaborate and
improve on the selected idea
• uses ingenuity and imagination, going outside conventional
boundaries, when shaping ideas into a product
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• seeks out and uses feedback and critique to revise product to
better meet the needs of the intended audience
III. Present Work to Users/Target Audience
• creates visually exciting presentation media
• includes elements in presentation that are especially fun, lively,
engaging, or powerful to the particular audience

The Need for Standards
Developing ways to measure and assess excellence in creativity,
divergent thinking and innovation is going to be crucial as we move
forward with incorporating these standards into our schools. In
a recent blog post, Larry Goodman, an educator from Andrews
Osborne Academy, an independent school in Ohio, states, “Grades
are the currency with which we ‘pay’ our students, even if the real
value of the education has nothing to do with the grade. So if the
school wants students to behave as if creative thinking matters, the
school needs to take the initiative first! Schools need to assess for
creative thinking, and incorporate the resulting scores/marks into
grades on transcripts.”
Goodman also shares tips about how to get started on assessing
creativity.
1. Begin by being clear about what skills you are evaluating. When
I assess my students’ work on a creative thinking assignment, I will
often identify three stages of «work»: fluency, or the ability to generate a multitude of possible directions to go in (or ideas); divergent
thinking, or how far outward from the center the thinker can take
those ideas; and convergent thinking, or the clarity and cogency
developed to render the new idea comprehensible and valuable
(useful) to others. Being clear on the specific skill being evaluated helps enormously—the teacher will feel like s/he is on much
«firmer ground» in giving the student a specific score/grade.
2. Use a grading scale that is less granular than the typical A-F scale.
If one uses +’s and -’s, the A-F scale has 13 different levels of relative achievement. And distinguishing among 13 different levels of
proficiency—even in a clearly defined skill—is difficult. At Andrews
Osborne, we are beginning with a three-point scale: 1 = «developing» (we can see that the skill is present to some degree and the
student can be coached to improve in that area); 2 = «demonstrating» (the student is showing a reasonably proficient grasp of the
skill); 3 = «exceeding» (the student is going beyond what we would
have expected from someone his/her age/stage).
3. Solicit student feedback on the process. For students, too, the
prospect of getting graded on new criteria is anxiety-producing.
Asking them about how clear the assignment/assessment was/is,
or how taxing it is/was to complete, or whether the grade/score
they received seems fair to them, etc. will lower their anxiety—and
provide the teacher with very useful information moving forward.

