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JCHS: Connecting Kids to Jewish Education through 

Synagogue Partnerships 

JCHS is a school with a proven track record of success: its students gain insight into 

Judaism and the Middle East, connect with the greater Jewish community, learn how 

to become advocates for Israel on the college campus, and, in some cases, even earn 

college credit. The problem is that many students miss all that JCHS has to offer 

because their Jewish education does not continue past their bar/bat mitzvah. By 

terminating formal Jewish education at age 13, these students forgo the opportunity 

to establish a more informed, and therefore more profound, connection to Judaism 

during their adolescent years.  

This problem is the underlying inspiration for the new JCHS initiative: although the 

Gratz high school program has traditionally begun in eighth grade, we will now, for 

the first time, be collaborating in the education of seventh-grade students – at 

Temple Sinai in Dresher. Shira Weissbach, associate director of JCHS as well as 

director of the Temple Sinai JCHS branch, explains the significance of this 

partnership: “By giving students a taste of JCHS in seventh grade, we hope it will be a 

natural progression for them to continue on to JCHS the following year – a seamless 

transition from b’nai mitzvah to the high school program.”  

Seventh-graders attend Temple Sinai twice a week; under the new initiative, JCHS 

will be responsible for the program on one of these days. In addition to core courses 

in Hebrew and Jewish Studies – selected by JCHS in conjunction with Temple Sinai – 

these students will now have the opportunity to select their own electives on topics 

such as Jews in sports, Judaic art, Jewish music and current events. Since JCHS 

concurrently runs a branch at Temple Sinai for older students, the seventh-graders 

will take their electives along with students in eighth and ninth grade. 

This connection with older students can be particularly valuable, according to Ruth 

Schapira, director of JCHS. “On a weekly basis, the seventh-grade students will 



interact with other teens who are making a commitment to further their Jewish 

education and take leadership roles in the community – that can be a powerful 

experience,” says Schapira. 

Gratz has also launched another new educational initiative: the post-day-school 

program, which is open to sixth- and seventh-grade students with prior day-school 

experience. This initiative offers students who are not continuing in day school the 

opportunity to receive personalized attention in a program that JCHS has developed 

specifically for them. This program has been warmly received by families, particularly 

after the recent closure of the Saligman Middle School on the Mandell Campus. 

Located at Temple Sinai in Dresher, our new program is open to students with day-

school experience from all over the Philadelphia area. 

Realizing the importance of developing innovative educational models for teens, the 

Jewish Federation of Greater Philadelphia has awarded a grant to Gratz College to 

foster partnerships between synagogues and JCHS. As the Temple Sinai model 

demonstrates, the potential for powerful partnerships clearly exists because 

strengthening students’ connection to Judaism through continued quality Jewish 

education is a shared goal. 

__________________________________________________________________________

To discuss partnering with Gratz on educational initiatives, contact Ruth Schapira at 

215-635-7300, ext. 118 or at rschapira@gratz.edu. 

 


