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Submitted by Rabbi Shai Gluskin, JRF Director of Education

Goals of the project

How fortunate are Jews who have heard about the idea that we were all present at Sinai. But how much more fortunate to actually have the experience of being there. The goal of the TorahQuest project is to give people the experience of standing at Sinai by empowering each person to find their unique voice as a commentator of the Torah. Each participant joins a web of other responses, past, present and future.

Jewish text study has traditionally been infused with a level of sacred chutzpah. Classical Torah commentaries have included such daring moves as: arguing with texts, questioning Biblical characters, challenging motives, debating, re-telling a story in a radically different way. This dynamism is the time machine that allows us all to be together for a shared experience of revelation outside of time and space.

How powerful to reveal this secret to a seventh grader!

TorahQuest sees each person as a wellspring of potential commentary. When participants are able to channel their reactions to text as creative responses, new sacred texts emerge. In the process, indifference becomes engagement and anger turns into tikkun.

The general objectives of the TorahQuest project are:

· to widely distribute a methodology of engagement with sacred sources that trains and empowers each person to be a commentator of the Torah. (When we say “commentary,” we mean: a creative response to a text. Formats include re-tellings, lists of questions, dramatic readings, illustrations, plastic arts, … you name it.)

· to build a Torah Commentary for the 21st Century by developing the tools for creating, collecting, cataloguing, sorting and distributing commentary (in a multitude of media).

The specific objectives for the 2003-2004 CAJE grant are:

1. to field-test TorahQuest in 8 venues across a broad range of constituencies and institutions.

2. to develop training materials for broader application of these methods, using the experience of teachers participating in this pilot project.

Nature of the Activity

After reading a text together in hevruta format, participants create commentary in a variety of media. Using the concept of hyperlinking, which is shared by the World Wide Web and classical Jewish text study, commentaries are woven together to create a communal drash (response). Using one version of this technique, string and streamers link student commentaries to a poster paper “home page” in a classroom, creating a “you can touch it” web.

JRF is collecting commentaries created by TorahQuest participants and posting them to an interactive website (http://www.jrf.org/torahquest/) which allows for further commentary from web participants all over the world.

We have already used this technique in a variety of settings, including synagogue family education programs, on-line interactive modules based on a weekly Torah portion, and teacher training workshops. The initial results have been promising.

Detailed description

With the funds from the CAJE Innovation in Jewish Education grant, we will pilot our interactive methods for Torah study and commentary in eight venues, including Jewish day schools, supplementary schools and summer camps. The participants will include an age range from third grade through high school, and there will also be opportunities for family participation, including on-site events and homework. We will:

· train Jewish educators to use the TorahQuest method in turning their kids on to Torah.

· supervise teachers and counselors in their use of the TorahQuest method.

· collect feedback from educators and students/campers about their participation. 

· write a handbook for TorahQuest leaders, including specific lesson plans as well as general methodological approaches.

· facilitate posting of participant commentaries to the TorahQuest website and promote site visitors to respond to the posted commentaries.

· evaluate the program by surveying participants’ attitudes towards Jewish text study and Jewish identity before and after their participation in TorahQuest.

Estimated number of participants

If funded, this program would reach approximately 800 people, including students/campers, teachers/counselors, principals/camp directors, and parents. This does not include general traffic from the TorahQuest web site, which is currently averaging more than 400 hits per month and is expected to increase.

In addition, we will use the hands-on experience of our pilot program’s participants in creating training materials for broader application in a variety of environments. Ultimately, we see our methods of Torah study and commentary becoming a trusted tool of every Jewish educator (at least as popular as “Jewpardy”).

Staffing

Rabbi Shai Gluskin and Ilana Streit are the JRF staff members collaborating on this project.

Rabbi Shai Gluskin is the Director of Education at the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation and serves as the TorahQuest project director. He received ordination from the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College. Rabbi Gluskin consults to JRF congregations about their educational programs and also develops curriculum and web resources for learning across the lifecycle. He has developed an expertise in the application of educational technology to support Jewish learning. Before coming to the JRF, Rabbi Gluskin was a pulpit rabbi and education director at a Philadelphia area synagogue. 

Ilana Streit is the JRF TorahQuest Guide. A graduate of Brown University and a former participant in Lishma, an egalitarian yeshiva, Ilana has worked in a variety of Jewish educational and communal settings including Lights in Action, Kolot: The Center for Jewish Women’s and Gender Studies, and supplementary schools. Ilana is a poet, personal coach, and an active member of the National Havurah Committee.

Detailed Budget
	Training Manual Development
	3,400

	Classroom Teacher Training and Supervision
	2,000

	Ongoing Liaison to teachers/leaders
	1,500

	Training Trips to Two Camps JRF (includes staff time and travel expenses)
	2,350

	Program Evaluation
	750

	Total
	10,000


Potential replication in other communities

YES! (See “estimated number of participants,” above.)

The role of other organizations, partners and funders

The TorahQuest project has already received start-up funds from the Rabinovitch Family Foundation, the Fishman Family Foundation, and the Braun Brown Family Foundation

We have applied for grants together with the Siegal College of Jewish Studies (Cleveland) and the Auerbach Central Agency for Jewish Education (Philadelphia).

Timetable for implementation

	Task
	Begin Date
	End Date

	Recruit Pilot Teachers/Schools
	July 1, 2003
	August 15, 2003

	Teacher Training (classes)
	August, 2003
	October, 2003

	Training Manual Development
	July 1, 2003
	June 30, 2004

	Teacher Supervision (classes)
	September 1, 2003
	June 15, 2004

	Camp Visits and Training
	July, 2003
	August, 2003

	Program Evaluation
	July, 2003
	June, 2004
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