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Taking the NEXT Step in Jewish Education 

The Gratz answer is NEXT: New EXcellent Teacher training. The hallmark of the NEXT 

program is flexible, affordable online classes covering pedagogy and Jewish content, 

geared specifically to supplementary school teachers. With a grant from the Jewish 

Federation of Greater Philadelphia, the first of these classes were offered last 

summer to educators in the Philadelphia area. One year later, NEXT participants hail 

from 11 states, plus Canada! 

NEXT is the brainchild of Rabbi Erin Hirsh. Hired by Gratz for her profound firsthand 

knowledge of the supplementary school environment, Rabbi Hirsh taught in synagogue 

schools for 20 years, served as an education director for a decade and spent six years 

as director of congregational education for the Reconstructionist Movement. 

Attuned to the needs of religious and Hebrew school teachers, Rabbi Hirsh explains, “I 

think working in a supplementary school is so fundamentally different from teaching 

in other areas of Jewish education that everyone I hire to teach for the NEXT program 

must specifically have experience with the supplementary school environment."  

NEXT classes are offered on a wide range of relevant topics, such as using problem-

based learning techniques, teaching Hebrew and Torah, implementing technology in 

the classroom and integrating interfaith families. In addition, the very popular class, 

"Boot Camp for New Teachers," is a virtual toolbox of essential skills for novice 

teachers and those with minimal formal training. 

Although the subjects vary, the ultimate goal of each NEXT class is the same. As NEXT 

participant Cheryl Berson explains, "The NEXT teacher education classes help us make 

teaching about Judaism more than just workbook pages and the repetition of the 

same old stories and lessons. With NEXT as a resource, we can bring forth love and 

learning of Judaism to our students."  

No matter how relevant the classes are, however, Rabbi Hirsh realizes that 

professional learning for supplementary school educators will not work without 



flexibility. As they juggle multiple jobs, family obligations and other responsibilities, 

these teachers need to dictate class time and location – even if that means learning at 

home in their PJs.  The online format of NEXT classes makes such flexibility possible.  

As one Philadelphia teacher, Abby Sostman House, said, "I enjoyed returning to class 

at my own pace and in my own space."  

Given the cost-savings inherent in online education, NEXT classes are available to 

teachers at very reasonable rates. Due to the generosity of the Jewish Federation of 

Greater Philadelphia, supplementary school teachers in the Philadelphia area have 

actually been taking classes for free since the inception of the NEXT program.  In 

addition, in Hartford, Miami, Baltimore, Cleveland, Milwaukee, Detroit and the 

Greater Palm Beaches, local federations and other Jewish agencies have begun to 

partner with Gratz to fully or partially subsidize NEXT programs for supplementary 

school teachers in these areas. 

Recognition from these respected partners, high summer registration and enthusiastic 

teacher testimonials reflect that NEXT is beginning to fill a significant void in Jewish 

education. As Professor Wachs explains, "Given the critical role of supplementary 

school education and its potential to strengthen Jewish identity, we can only be 

grateful that this community resource is helping to improve the quality of 

instruction." 

To get more information on NEXT, or to check out our fall classes, visit our website 

at www.gratz.edu/NEXT, or contact Rabbi Hirsh at ehirsh@gratz.edu or at 215-635-

7300 x183. 

 

 

  

 

http://www.gratz.edu/NEXT
mailto:ehirsh@gratz.edu

