TorahQuest Covenant Grant Proposal: Narrative

“If we find one Rashi in a million, we would be doing very well. But if we inspire a million people to read sacred Jewish texts and offer their own commentaries, then we have achieved success. ” –Burt Tregub

“Take one part Torah, one part your life, one part your favorite modality of creativity, shake them together and what do you get? 

1. Active and involved Jews who know and feel they are co-owners of the Jewish tradition,

2. A collection of sharable Torah wisdom created by today's Jews.”
Rabbi Shai Gluskin, TorahQuest Project Director
TorahQuest: Empowering Creative Response

TorahQuest is an innovative approach to Torah text study and commentary being developed by the Jewish Reconstructionist Foundation (JRF) Education Department. This method integrates classroom study facilitated and led by an educator, and  independent, family-directed, Internet supported strategies for home. 
After reading Torah text together in hevruta (small groups of two or three), participants create their own commentaries using a variety of media, from drawings on paper, to word processor input, depending upon age groups and class levels. Appropriately, as they create their own 21st century midrash, following in the footsteps of the Tannai’m and Amora’im, they build a physical web of commentaries to link paper media, and send input to databases to connect electronic media.  In a modern example of classical Jewish study, they develop a communal drash (response).   This process has been re-invented as “hyperlinking” in the language of the Internet World Wide Web; this relationship to Torah study is more evident when one realizes that the Hebrew word for tractate is masechet, which translated literally, means “webbing.”   
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. The “you-can-touch-it” web allows for sharing and further commentary to take place within the classroom. 
The sharing moves beyond the classroom when hand drawn paper commentaries are scanned into the Torah commentary database and word processor commentaries are also posted to www.torahquest.org. A simple user interface facilitates these transfers of the materials to the TorahQuest web site where they are  viewable on the Internet. The site also invites further commentary from families, synagogue members and TorahQuest web participants all over the world. When students view their work and the work of their classmates on the Internet, they understand that their creative response has been valued. 
This 21st century alternative to the classical bulletin board is interactive, allowing parents and others to respond to students’ work. “Open House” used to mean a one time visit to school, providing a snapshot of what goes on the classroom without much of a role for parents. With TorahQuest, the classroom is open 24/7 and it’s interactive. Parents become part of the learning process as parents themselves create new threads of commentary or add to children’s interpretations. 

The Needs and How TorahQuest Addresses Them.

The Big Need: Why Judaism Needs TorahQuest

In the Sabbath liturgy we say, "[God], give us our part in Your Torah." Today however, most Jews don't know what part of the Torah is theirs. The corpus of Jewish learning is so great and general Jewish literacy is so low that most Jews feel uninvolved, inadequate and ignorant as Jews. These are the same creative Jewish professionals with bright children who excel in other aspects of their lives. The motivation for them to use communal resources to achieve their own Jewish literacy is often low because their limited contact with primary Jewish texts has often left them more alienated, often concluding that Judaism has primitive notions of God and little relationship to modernity.
Judaism has placed a very great emphasis on interpretation of our primary texts. Start with Genesis 1 and 2. Not one version of creation, but two! One need not engage in a debate of divine authorship or documentary theories to affirm that there are two ways of describing the unfolding of creation. The very form of the Talmud with commentary upon commentary upon commentary bespeaks the methodology of Judaism, one in which the unity of the universe is affirmed by our willingness to listen to multiple perspectives. The Talmud affirms this process by treating multiple perspectives with dignity and by giving losing opinions space on the page. “For maybe in a future generation the minority opinion will become the majority.(find footnote)” 

Midrash is the methodolgy which our ancestors have used to maintain relevance and meaning of our core texts. In every era Jews have argued with texts, questioned Biblical characters, challenged motives, debated, retold biblical stories in radically different ways. This model of active and dynamic engagement has been all but lost to many contemporary American Jews, who see Torah texts as static, irrelevant, disturbing, passive, and not worthy of attention. By bringing the process of midrash-making to contemporary Jews, TorahQuest will help Jews to feel and be part of the process of handing down Torah knowledge from one generation to the next. We say that all Jews, past, present and future stood at Sinai together. But how do Jews feel that? TorahQuest proposes that it is through each generation’s struggling with Torah texts, and feeling empowered enough to create its own midrash, that Jewish people actually experience standing at Sinai together.  
TorahQuest makes the creation of new midrash accessible to people at all levels of knowledge and experience. It draws out each person’s commentary. When participants are able to channel their reactions to text as creative responses, indifference becomes engagement and disagreement turns into new sacred texts. In the process, new voices emerge. Where once Midrash was the domain of only an elite body of men, now all women and men, all adults and children can creatively engage with sacred texts and be honored as teachers of Torah.

Ownership and respect are essential to self esteem. When Jewish people see themselves as contributors to the Jewish corpus of insight, and are honored for doing that, then their Jewish self-esteem will be raised thereby creating energy for strengthening the Jewish community.

We know from educational research (footnote required here) that there is significant positive correlation between what teachers think students can do and how those students perform. TorahQuest assumes that every person can be a commentator on the Torah. The dignity and value accorded each participant promotes student engagement and positive behavior to meet the expectation of being labeled, “Torah commentator.” 

With the dignity accorded each student also comes significant autonomy and control for the students. Students select a modality of response based on their own interests. Poets write poems, photographers take photos, writers memorialize thoughts with the written word, researchers do research. Students have the autonomy to create their own work groups based on shared interest in an aspect of the text or on a shared modality of response.

The Particular Need: Why a Replication Program?

In Dr. Sharon M. Ravitch’s 2002 study, Engaging and Retaining Jewish Youth Beyond Bar/Bat Mitzvah, she concludes that the biggest problem is the low quality of education being delivered to students in the pre-Bar/Bat Mitzvah years. Ravitch writes, 

“As students reported with striking consistency, Jewish education is typically passive and frontal and must become more active and interactive, so that the learning is meaningful and teachers involve and engage their students in the learning process. Students must feel that they are being engaged in meaningful dialogue and activities… This can only happen when the teachers’ knowledge base is enhanced, so that they have serious, in-depth, meaningful lessons to offer.” Later on she recommends, “Synagogue schools need to promote… Jewish learning… by engaging students and their families in a creative, new approach to Jewish education.”
 TorahQuest addresses Ravitch’s concerns directly by using a highly interactive method that is traditional and contemporary at the same time. 

Ravitch emphasizes the need for “teacher’s knowledge base to be enhanced.” No matter how brilliant TorahQuest may be as a concept, it won’t be well accepted until we have a track record of successfully training teachers in the methodology. TorahQuest incorporates an educational methodology that empowers and trains participants in creating commentary. This methodology has been successfully field-tested at teacher-training workshops, family education programs, and adult education events. (see Appendix for list). These venues confirmed that the method works. But they are not adequate as program replication mechanism. 

One of the two overarching goals with TorahQuest is for broad program utilization, replication and dissemination. The initial stage is a key step for getting to broad dissemination. In this stage we will clarify the essential components that define TorahQuest and also lead to its success. The fewer and simpler the key elements are, the easier it will be replicated with the least energy and investment in maintaining a national supervising TorahQuest body. In the three-year proposal we are submitting, we plan to use the wisdom that we learn from our testing teachers in order to hone our distribution methodoligies.

We understand that the stipends paid to teachers are not a scalable strategy for  distribution of TorahQuest to a mass audience. We are paying the teachers during this testing period in order for them to be under contract to provide us with the feedback we need to hone the training aspects of the program as well as the program itself.

This is where my new edits ended for tonight

b. description of the proposed program 

With funding from Covenant and other sources, we will create a cadre of forty teachers who use TorahQuest’s methods of Torah study and commentary in their Jewish day school and supplementary school classrooms. One group of twenty teachers will begin training in August 2004 and lead TorahQuest sessions in their classes from September 2004 to June 2005. A second group of twenty teachers will begin training in December 2004 and lead TorahQuest sessions from January to December of 2005. We will:

Train pilot teachers and learn from pilot classes

· Recruit and select Jewish educators in a variety of day schools and supplementary schools, across movements, for participation in our pilot project.

· Train pilot teachers to use the TorahQuest method in engaging their students in Torah study and in sharing their students’ responses to texts.

· Give pilot teachers the educational and biological basis for TorahQuest’s methods.

· Supervise pilot teachers in their use of the TorahQuest method.

· Visit pilot classes, gather information and experiences, and create TorahQuest curricular materials.

· Collect reflections and feedback from educators and students about their participation.

Move TorahQuest beyond the pilot phase and into the broader Jewish community

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

· Seek funding for the next stage of TorahQuest.

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

· Organize conferences for current and potential practitioners.

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

· Create a media buzz.

· Launch TorahQuest by letting educators know that this method is valuable, tested, and available.

( Note from Ilana: I don’t think we’ve said how this will meet the need

c. statement of the program’s objectives

General objectives of the TorahQuest project:

· 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.)

· 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).

Specific objectives for the 2003 Covenant grant:

· Expand the pool of TorahQuest practitioners through structured, supervised and evaluated pilot programs.

· Impact the school environments beyond the pilot classrooms.

· Create an on-line knowledge base for practitioners so that they can learn from each other’s experiences and so that we can learn from them.

· Create an interactive on-line database to collect and share commentary of participants.

· Further development of curricula based on real experiences from our pilot classrooms.

· (Make TorahQuest available to educators throughout the Jewish world.)  ( Note from Ilana: Do we need to say this specifically?

Note: the next two sections are much more rough and in-process

d. description of the plans for the evaluation of the program’s success in meeting its objectives

By virtue of what TorahQuest is, the program itself creates data that can be used in evaluation:

· students’ and others’ commentaries

· teachers’ written communications on the TorahQuest practitioners’ web page

At this point in our project, we believe the following things to be core variables, i.e. what makes it TorahQuest (“ingredients”). Through the student and teacher feedback process, we’ll be modifying our understanding of the core variables so that we can improve the next year’s training and our handbook, and develop more efficient methods for wide distribution.”

· Hevruta study: should be no more than 3 children in a grouping

· Creative response: children get to control the modality of response

· It’s okay, along the way, for a teacher to say: today we’re modeling questions/drawing/etc. But ultimately – after that initial phase – it’s up to the commentator

· No forced groupings on creative response. Kids connect, join together based on common interests.

· Creative and intellectual resources as a palette for commentators

· Teacher as facilitator

· We are training them in these things: how to deal with a kid who says s/he doesn’t know where to start. Helping kids notice where their spark is. Selecting appropriate texts. Being relaxed.

· Availability of resources

· Study-create-share

Integrity data

· To what extent are people implementing the program the way we wanted it to be implemented?

· Dissemination: what are the critical variables that make it TorahQuest? What is extra/unnecessary?

· Is class meeting goals of engagement?

· Is class implementing TorahQuest as we know it?

We’ll use a combination of what’s inherent in how TorahQuest works – collecting commentaries from participants in TorahQuest sessions, and collecting commentaries-on-commentaries from the wider world – and some method that we invent that involves:

· quantifications:

· number of hours of on-task TorahQuest activity in classrooms

· number of TorahQuest-related homework assignments

· number of commentaries by pilot class members

· number of commentaries-on-commentaries

· number of teachers who use TorahQuest

· number of hits to TorahQuest web site

· quality of instruction: from visits, evaluations by curriculum developer

· quality of engagement: from visits, photographs

· Snapshot method

· reflective essays

· teachers, as part of the pilot process

· students?

· Ed directors

· Focus groups

· Teachers

· students

· questionnaires (before, during and after pilot period)

· student participants: assessment of ownership of Jewish texts

· teachers: their assessment of the value of TorahQuest as well as the likelihood of continuing to use TorahQuest in their classrooms

· parents: ?

· ed directors: ?

· TorahQuest team’s subjective evaluation of the process

Objective: the impact of TorahQuest at the pilot location will spread beyond the classroom. We’ll scan the site to see how TorahQuest is impacting the school environment. 

Ways of measuring this include

· Non-pilot teachers adopting TorahQuest

· Ed director facilitates/suggests adoption

· Requests to JRF by other staff

· Rabbi using commentary as basis for own d’var Torah

· Increased engagement w/ students about Torah learning

We will evaluate all of these measures at pre-set times, assessing both the quantitative and qualitative measures.

Our plan:

· Use teachers’ reflective journals (and such) as data to analyze the effectiveness of both TorahQuest process and content.

· Develop recommendations from that feedback.

· Make plans. Incorporate information into training, handbook, web

e. discussion of the applicant’s ability to complete the project successfully and commitment to it 

Elements of our ability to complete the project:

· credentials of staff

· our connections within the Jewish educational world for recruiting and selecting pilot participants

· other projects (similar in scope) that JRF has completed successfully: in education, training, manual

· the JRF network: #congregations, educators

· our ability to raise funds to supplement Covenant funding
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