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Abstract

This study investigates the experiences of twelve female school teachers in three 
ultra-orthodox primary schools for girls in Israel, regarding school prayer. It 
focuses on what they think are the goals of school prayer, what challenges they 
have in school prayer, and how they think they can be addressed. The qualitative 
research study explores teachers’ perspectives on the purposes and challenges of 
school prayer and how they may be influenced by their teaching orientations. It 
utilizes Muszkat-Barkan’s (2015) theoretical model, by differentiating between two 
orientations regarding the goals of teaching prayer in school – the socialization 
and the spiritual orientations. While socialization has always been a central part of 
teachers’ orientations in the Haredi community, this research shows that there seems 
to be an increasing emphasis on spiritualization in addition to socialization. While 
socialization focuses on group identity, spiritualization focuses on the individual 
and his personal intimate connection with God.

Key words: prayer, Haredi schools, qualitative research, orientations

Ελληνική Περιοδική Έκδοση για τη Θρησκευτική Εκπαίδευση (ΕλΘΕ)
Greek Journal of Religious Education (GjRE) 5(1), 23-35, 2022
ISSN: 2623-4386 DOI: 10.30457/050120223

Introduction
This qualitative research explores the experiences of primary school teachers in the 
implementation of prayer services in ultra-orthodox (Haredi) primary schools for girls 
in Israel. Twelve primary school female teachers from three different schools were 
interviewed during 2020–2021. They teach at the upper primary school level (12-13 
year old girl students). This study explores teachers’ perspectives on the purposes and 
challenges of school prayer and how they may be influenced by their teaching orientations. 
It utilizes Muszkat-Barkan’s (2015) theoretical model, by differentiating between two 
orientations regarding the goals of teaching prayer in school – the socialization and 
the spiritual orientations.

Knowledge of teachers’ experiences of school prayer, in particular in Haredi 
schools, is largely anecdotal, with no research-based quantitative or qualitative data 
available. There is little information about what teachers think and experience during 
these school prayers. This research explores the issue in a systematic way, providing 
empirical evidence using the tools of qualitative research. Firstly, we examine the 
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overall issues of prayer in schools and then we explore the context in which these 
schools operate.

Prayer in schools
Prayer and schools have not always had a comfortable history together. In the USA, 
prayer in school is seen as constitutionally problematic (Nord, 1995, pp. 114-116), 
notwithstanding the religiosity of the population and the perceived need for a better 
understanding of and engagement with spiritual and religious issues (Prothero, 2007; 
Purpel & McLaurin, 2004). In India and Sweden, boundaries between the religious 
and secular are drawn in quite different ways, with prayer and other religious practices 
treated in contrasting ways in the two nominally “secular” states (Niemi, 2018). In 
Australia, Mountain (2005), in her qualitative research on prayer in schools, found 
that children valued the act of school prayer and found satisfaction in praying together 
as a community. She recommended that prayer be included in the curriculum both 
as a subject of academic study and as an experiential component. Prayer should be 
considered as part of the religious education program, where the academic study can 
be of relevance for the student. In the UK, all community schools – not just those of 
a religious character – have been required since 1944 to start every day with an act of 
collective worship (Armstrong, 1948). And in Israel, prayer is central to the practice of 
religious schools, but the school system as a whole reflects a challenging relationship 
between religious practice and ”secularity” (Künkler & Lerner, 2016).

Turning to prayer in Jewish schools, no aspect of the Jewish school curriculum could 
serve as a better reflection of its core values than the way the school addresses the teaching 
of and practice of prayer (Wachs, 2009, p. 8). Prayer contains cultural, social, personal, 
and spiritual components. Studying the educational goals, methods, and challenges of 
the practice of prayer in schools can enrich our understanding of the role of teachers’ 
ideologies in Jewish education (Muszkat-Barkan, p. 2015). All syllabi and curriculum 
materials reflect ideological assumptions (Alpert, 2002). However, not only are written 
materials loaded with ideological intentions, but almost any interaction between teachers 
and the Jewish Studies syllabus is replete with ideological choices (Deitcher, 2016). 
What and how teachers teach in the classroom reflects their pedagogical and cultural 
ideologies, as well as the approach of the system in which they work (Muszkat-Barkan 
& Shkedi, 2009). This study focuses on teachers’ practice of prayer in schools and how 
their teaching ideologies may impact on their teaching.

In Israel, Steinsalz (1996) suggests that schools do a good job in teaching prayer 
literacy, but do not do enough in developing the spiritual world of young people, 
leading to a dissonance between the formal act of prayer and the spiritual world of the 
young person. This idea was evident in the discussions with young people in Israeli 
school (Kohn, 2018), which were published in this journal. The research involved 20 
young people between the ages of 16 and 18. These young people describe prayers 
in school not in terms of “what I have to say”, but as the opportunity for a spiritual 
experience in which they strive to connect to God. They feel frustrated when the 
prayers don’t achieve this aim and talk about situations when they felt close to God. 
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For example, when seeing a sunrise or climbing to the top of a mountain on a school 
trip.

But this study was done with high school students in Israeli modern-orthodox 
schools. Little research, however, has been done on prayer experiences with teachers of 
primary school children in Israeli ultra-orthodox (Haredi) schools. This is the purpose 
of this study. Firstly, an understanding of the context of the Haredi community and 
Haredi education system is discussed.

Contextual background: Haredi education in Israel

The Israeli Haredi community
The Haredi community in Israel is composed of diverse groups and subgroups, which 
are subject to the guidance of various spiritual and political leaders (Leon, 2016; Malach 
& Cahaner, 2017; Perry-Hazan, 2013). The ideological principles shared by the various 
Haredi groups include, inter alia, the subjection to the authority of spiritual leaders; a 
belief that Torah study guarantees Jewish continuity; rejection of modernization; and 
insulation from the outside world (Brown, 2007). The Haredi ideology is also associated 
with non-acceptance of the secular Jewish State, attempts to distance itself from society’s 
main spheres of life, and limited pragmatic cooperation with the State’s institutions 
(Katzir & Perry-Hazan, 2019; Leon, 2016).

However, the growth of the Haredi community, which now comprises around 11% of 
the Israeli population (Malach, Hoshen & Cahaner 2016, p. 21), has produced new modes 
of Haredi participation in national politics, characterized by a fusion of opposition and 
cooperation (Finkelman, 2014). Moreover, for several decades, the Haredi national parties 
have comprised a balance pivot in Israeli politics, compelling the largest parties to secure 
their support in order to establish governing coalitions (Leon, 2015). These developments 
also relate to other recent social processes in the Haredi community, manifesting themselves, 
inter alia, in greater participation in higher education, in the army, and in the digital 
world (see e.g., Malach & Cahaner, 2017; Novis-Deutsch & Lifshitz, 2016).

Haredi life, like Orthodox Jewish life in general, is very family-centered and ordered. 
Boys and girls attend separate schools, and proceed to higher Torah study, in a yeshiva 
or seminary, respectively, starting anywhere between the ages of 13 and 18. A significant 
proportion of young men remain in yeshiva until their marriage (which is usually 
arranged through facilitated dating). After marriage, many Haredi men continue their 
Torah studies in a kollel. Studying in secular institutions is often discouraged, although 
educational facilities for vocational training in a Haredi framework do exist. In the 
United States and Europe, the majority of Haredi males are active in the workforce. For 
various reasons, in Israel most (56%) of their male members do work, though some 
of those are part of the unofficial workforce. Haredi families (and Orthodox Jewish 
families in general) are usually much larger than non-Orthodox Jewish families, with 
as many as twelve or more children. The vast majority (70%) of the female members 
of the Haredi Jews in Israel do work (Stadler, 2009).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah_study
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kollel
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The Israeli Haredi school system
Almost all Haredi schools are private schools, which are considered by the law as 
unofficial schools (Compulsory Schooling Act, 1949, Article 1). The school system begins 
with chederim for pre-school to primary school ages, to yeshivos for boys from secondary 
school ages, and in seminaries, often called Bais Yaakovs, for girls of secondary school 
ages. Only Jewish religiously observant students are admitted, and parents must agree 
to abide by the rules of the school to keep their children enrolled. Yeshivas are headed 
by rosh yeshivas (deans) and principals. Many Hasidic schools in Israel, Europe, and 
North America teach little or no secular subjects, while some of the Litvish (Lithuanian 
style) schools in Israel follow educational policies to the Hasidic school. In the U.S., 
most schools teach secular subjects to boys and girls, as part of a dual curriculum of 
secular subjects (generally called “English”) and Torah subjects. Yeshivas teach mostly 
Talmud and Rabbinic literature, while the girls’ schools teach Jewish Law, Midrash and 
Tanach (Hebrew Bible).

Public schools are owned and managed by the State and the municipalities, while 
unofficial schools are owned and managed by private associations. Public schools and 
the two largest networks of Haredi unofficial schools – the Independent Education 
School Association and the Wellspring of Torah Education School Association – are 
fully funded by the State (Compulsory Schooling Act, 1949, Article 7). The remaining 
unofficial schools receive funds ranging from 55% to 75% of the level of funding provided 
to public schools (Compulsory Schooling Act, 1949, Article 10A).

Since 1999, a continuing legal and political discourse has transpired regarding the 
teaching of secular studies in Haredi boys’ schools (Perry-Hazan, 2015a). Unlike the 
community’s expectations for boys, girls are encouraged to combine secular and religious 
studies so that they would be able to provide for their families when they grow up 
(Perry-Hazan, 2013). The legal and political discourse resulted in regulations requiring 
Haredi primary unofficial schools (grades 1 to 8) to teach certain secular subjects, such 
as Math, Science, Hebrew, and English. However, due to the Haredi parties’ political 
power, the accountability mechanisms affecting the Haredi schools were not substantially 
modified (Perry-Hazan, 2015a). The Haredi establishment’s success in maintaining 
the conservative approach of the Haredi school system has served to strengthen the 
conservative Haredi groups and disempower more modern streams within the Haredi 
community (Perry-Hazan, 2015b).

However, Haredi Education, like all education, does more than just impart information. 
It is central in the work of cultural transmission, in socializing young people into the 
ways and norms of a particular community (Finkelman, 2011). Schools teach Haredim 
how to behave in acceptable ways, how to navigate the community and the outside world, 
and what roles should they play as either Haredi males or females. While socialization 
has always been a central part of teachers’ orientations in the Haredi community, this 
research shows that there seems to be an increasing emphasis on spiritualization in 
addition to socialization. While socialization focuses on group identity, spiritualization 
focuses on the individual and his personal intimate connection with God.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cheder
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pre-school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primary_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secondary_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secondary_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bais_Yaakov
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbinic_literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Midrash
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_Bible
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Structure, Content and Timetabling of School Prayer in Jewish 
Ultra-orthodox Schools
Before we share our findings, it is important to understand the context in which school 
prayer is conducted in these schools. While there are differences between schools, the 
following description outlines a fairly typical prayer schedule in a centrist orthodox 
Jewish primary school in the UK.

All schools have a prayer slot for about thirty minutes every morning at the beginning 
of the school day. During the morning slot, children say their prayers, which consist of 
the central prayers from the Jewish prayer book or “siddur”. Each class prays with its 
class teacher. Prayers are often sung by rote, with occasional explanations interspersed 
and emphasis on key words and key ideas.

While all schools schedule classroom prayer, few have lessons dedicated to learning 
about the prayers and their meaning. Explanations are given during the recitation of 
prayers themselves. In one school, an hour per week is time tabled for a prayer learning 
lesson. In another, half an hour a week is devoted to this activity.

As children move through the school, additional prayers are added to the daily 
service. Progression in terms of knowledge, skills, and understandings of prayer have 
not been formalized in the form of any curriculum framework.

Research Methodology
The study conducted utilized qualitative research methods, including interviews and 
observations (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This type of research tries to capture what 
participants experience on the topic in their own words (Shkedi, 2003). We wanted to 
understand what is “in and on someone else’s mind” (Patton, 2015), about the purposes 
and challenges of school prayer and how they may be addressed.

The study aimed at exploring the following two research questions:

1. What, in the teachers’ view, are the goals of prayer in an ultra-orthodox primary 
school for girls?

2. What are the challenges they experience in the course of school prayer and how 
do they address them?

School and teacher population
In total, twelve interviews were held with teachers in these schools. In addition, some of 
the interviews were held in focus groups of between three-four participants. As Hennink 
(2014) explains, “focus groups enable for group discussion in which participants share 
their views, hear the views of others and perhaps refine their own views.” This, we 
felt was a good tool in eliciting rich responses, which may not have been given if these 
teachers were interviewed individually. We also had the opportunity to observe prayer 
sessions held in classes and attend assemblies where prayer services were being held.
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Four female teachers were interviewed in each of the three schools. The teachers 
interviewed were all form teachers. In the ultra-orthodox day school for girls the form 
teacher is responsible for the progress and wellbeing of her class. She also teaches 
many of the class lessons, particularly Jewish Studies. All form teachers in Haredi girls 
schools are women. The teachers in this study are all graduates of the ultra-orthodox 
school system. They are all personally observant and identify with the religious ethos 
of the school. They each pray personally at least once a day. They range from between 
20 to 40 years of age.

In all three schools the entire student population come from ultra-orthodox homes. 
All schools have a very clearly defined religious ethos, in which Jewish law is to be 
followed strictly and includes mandatory prayer for the first lesson of the school day.

Teachers were chosen using two types of purposeful sampling (Patton, 2015). The 
first was a typical purposeful sampling strategy, which reflected the average person, 
situation, or instance of the phenomenon of interest (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The 
second method utilized was a snowball, chain, or network sampling, a strategy involving 
locating a few key participants who met the above criteria of typical purposeful sampling 
for participating in the study, who then referred the interviewer to other participants. 
Teachers named other teachers, who exemplify the characteristics of interest in the study.

All interviews were recorded by tape and then transcribed. In order to maximize 
the validity of the research, observations were conducted during prayer services. In 
addition, the strategy of member checks was used to ensure internal validity of the 
data. Respondents validated the interview data, by providing feedback on the emerging 
findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Once the twelve teachers had been interviewed from 
the various schools, the emerging findings felt saturated (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), in 
that the same phenomenon began to repeat itself and little new information surfaced.

The interview data were analyzed using a method of categorization (Alpert, 2002), 
which identified the core recurring topics in one interview and then extrapolated and 
compared them to other interviews. Twelve class observations were made by this author, 
one observation in each class of the teacher interviewed. He did not take part in the 
service, but stood at the back of the class, focusing his attention on the behavior of the 
teacher, students, and the prayer service itself. Most teachers actively participated in the 
service, whilst others stood by, while the students prayed. In some classes, the prayers 
were led by one of the students themselves, while, in others, students said the prayers 
quietly to themselves, with occasional class singing at various points during the service.

Findings
Firstly, we asked teachers, what, in their view, are the goals of prayer in an ultra-
orthodox primary school for girls? Most replied that, for them, the core goal was to 
make their students “prayer literate”, in order to prepare them to function within the 
community as educated Haredi Jews. We named this view, following Muszkat-Barkan’s 
(2015) theoretical model, “socialization orientation”. The focus of school prayer should 
be on teaching students to recite the prayers correctly in Hebrew, as well as understand 
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their general meaning. Time should also be spent on teaching children the skills of the 
mechanics of prayer, e.g. when to bow during prayers and how to lead the service. In 
the words of one teacher:

“My main purpose is to get my pupils proficient in saying the prayers. They 
need to know how to behave in a synagogue, when to stand and when to sit. 
Yes, it is important that they know what their prayers mean, but my first priority 
is to get them to say it right.”

And in the words of another:

“The parents want their children first and foremost to learn how to recite their 
prayers. It cannot be that after going through a Jewish primary school there 
are children who are not proficient in the mechanics of Jewish prayer. That’s 
bread and butter...”

However other teachers emphasized on the affective goal or what we called the “spiritual 
orientation” of school prayer. In the words of one:

“I don’t believe that knowing the mechanics is what this is all about. Yes, it’s 
important they are prayer literate but much more importantly I want it to be 
a meaningful experience for them. They should feel a connection to God that 
there is something above themselves...” 

In the words of another:

“When one starts the day we need to begin with something spiritual... That 
is prayer. It gives the children the understanding that there is someone who 
is managing the world, there is an address to turn to when things get difficult 
and someone to thank when times are good.”

In fact, most teachers in their interviews focused on the spiritual orientation as the 
major goal of school prayer. Some saw prayer as an opportunity to develop a sense of 
wonder and develop their students’ character and moral values. In the words of one:

“I want my pupils in their prayer service to see and appreciate the wonder 
of creation, the beauty of the world and most importantly the art of saying 
thanks to God and to those who look after us. Our pupils don’t know to say 
thank you any more… They think they just should have everything because 
they deserve it...”

It was interesting to note during prayer observations that in those schools where teachers 
focused on this more spiritual orientation, the prayer service was more experiential 
in content. Students were asked to think about what it means to thank God every 
morning, who should we be thanking every day etc., and were encouraged to share 
their experiences with the class. In some of these schools more opportunities for “private 
prayer” have been introduced. Students are encouraged to take a few minutes either 
during or after the public service, to reflect on their own personal needs and get an 
opportunity to talk to God in the way they wanted.

Even those who focused on the importance of the socialization orientation seem to be 
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concerned about children’s lack of interest in praying, especially as they reach the older 
year levels. Many teachers recognize that their socialization orientation does not work 
well for their older students, yet they feel uncomfortable to change their teaching practice. 
Others simply don’t know how to lead a prayer session differently. In the words of one:

“When I was their age I prayed and didn’t ask too many questions. Today 
kids don’t want to do anything they don’t understand. In some ways they are 
more honest than we were, but I don’t know how to deal with their disinterest. 
I just try to lead a service like I had when I was young.”

What these teachers seem to indicate is that there has been a change in orientations 
of their students, as compared to the time these teachers were students themselves. 
While for the teachers a socialization orientation in which children were inducted to the 
community was the main purpose of the prayer service, today this is no longer sufficient 
to ensure their students continuation of their ultra-orthodox traditions including intense 
prayer services. A spiritual orientation has now come to dominance.

Some teachers suggested that the two orientations were not necessarily in conflict, 
but saw a continuum between younger and older students. In the words of one:

“It could be that we emphasize those aspects of prayer, like prayer literacy and 
synagogue behavior, while the students are young, but emphasize the spiritual 
personal aspects of prayer when they are older.”

We also asked the teachers what are the challenges they experience in the course of 
school prayer and how do they address them? Teachers identified three different types of 
challenges they face during prayer services and discussed how they address them. The 
first were spiritual challenges. The second, challenges in teaching the understanding of 
the prayers and the third, distractions children are faced with during prayers. Clearly 
those teachers with a “spiritual orientation”, regarding the goals of school prayer, were 
most concerned with the challenges they face in this area. In the words of one teacher:

“Some students, particularly the older ones, feel the prayers are not connected 
to them and their lives. The message is not relevant. For others it is tiring and 
boring to get up every morning and say the same words.”

In order to strengthen the validity of the data gleaned from the interviews, prayer 
services were observed in all of the interviewees’ classes. Many of these issues mentioned 
in the discussions were validated. A good number of students look very tired in the 
morning prayers, with some leaning their face on their hands and on the table; others 
are saying the prayers, some clearly with devotion. Another group of students sits 
quietly, clearly not engaged with the service. Teachers are unsure about how to deal 
with those disinterested in the services and shared their dilemmas. In the words of one:

“Do I force her to pray, it is after all a religious school and that is what is 
expected and what Jewish law requires? However if I force her to pray what 
have I achieved? It is going to lead to resentment. That’s worse than if she did 
not pray at all.”

It is interesting to note that these challenges are faced in all these schools. Even though 
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students all come from ultra-orthodox homes, it does not mean that the students will 
automatically accept the norms and practices of prayer services. How do teachers 
deal with these challenges? Different teachers try a variety of approaches. For one it 
is important that the student sits with a prayer book, even if she is not going to pray 
with it. She says:

“That way I do not force her to pray. She can do what she wants quietly but 
at least she has the prayer book in front of her if she decides to pray.”

Another teacher has a more active personal approach. For her, it is crucial to have 
individual talks with each student to find out what her difficulty is. For some students, 
the teacher finds a prayer which the student can relate to and asks her to reflect just 
on that prayer. For others, reciting any prayer at the moment is not an option, so other 
approaches are tried. One teacher, for example, suggests:

“I often share my own experiences prayer with a student. For one who does 
not really want to get involved, I try and create together with her an alternative. 
We composed a story with a song which she reads during prayer time.”

Teachers also initiate class activities, to make prayer a more meaningful experience. 
One teacher shares her experiences:

“Last year I had a class where some students were not interested in praying. I 
decided to invite a guest lecturer who focused on payer as a form of meditation. 
Students were asked to express and write their feelings on a page like…

“I am happy when…

I am thankful for…

Did this make a difference? To be honest, not really, the problem was getting 
back to the routine of prayer. From the prayer book.”

Again we see the teachers’ dilemma. On the one hand, many teachers have a desire 
to make prayer a more meaningful experience, through introducing creative activities, 
while on the other hand they try keeping to the religious requirement, according to 
Jewish tradition, of fixed prayer from a prayer book, which does not always speak to 
the student. They also want to ensure that children are able to pray in a synagogue 
and have knowledge of the rules of prayer. Balancing these two approaches, sociological 
and spiritual orientations, so they complement each other is, for many teachers, a very 
difficult educational pursuit, which does not always work. This leads to frustration.

Another factor, according to the teachers, influencing the success of the prayer 
service, was the role of the school principal in emphasizing the importance of school 
prayer. The attitude of the principal has a very big impact on the seriousness of the 
prayer activity. As one teacher said:

“Before the new principal arrived, prayer was not taken seriously enough in 
our school. That has all changed. We all know how important it is now. We 
have workshop on prayers, the principal occasionally goes to prayer sessions 
and he talks about prayer in assemblies.”
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The Role of the Teacher in School Prayer
What does the teacher do when students are praying in class? This is a question which 
arose during classroom observations and with subsequent informal conversations with 
students. Does the teacher supervise the prayers or participate in them as a fellow 
prayer? If it is the former, she often becomes a disciplinarian figure, rather than a 
religious role model.

However, when the teacher participates in the service and has a more accepting and 
open attitude, the prayer atmosphere seems to have improved. The teacher becomes a 
participant not a supervisor.

This non-coercive attitude towards prayer seems to be having a positive impact on 
students. In the same school, teachers have begun a voluntary “prayer club”, in which 
students come to an open discussion about prayer and its meaning. In the words of 
one student:

“For the first time regarding prayers I feel I am being listened too, my teacher 
is trying to understand where I am coming from, what questions I have both in 
understanding the text and about God and most importantly she is not forcing 
me to do anything… That for me means everything.”

We see, once again, how the various perceptions about the purpose of school prayer 
impacts on the challenges being faced in implementing school services. The above 
tension lies between the socialization and the spiritual orientations expressed by the 
various stakeholders.

Discussion and Conclusions
This study investigated the experiences of twelve female school teachers in three ultra-
orthodox primary schools for girls in Israel, regarding school prayer. It focused on 
what they thought were the goals of school prayer, what challenges they had in school 
prayer, and how they thought they could be addressed.

Regarding the goals of school prayer, there was a range of responses. There were 
those who emphasized prayer literacy and the need to socialize the children to prayer 
within the community; while others saw it mainly as an opportunity for students to 
grow spiritually and come close to God. This lack of goals clarification may be one of 
the factors that lead to confusion and challenges being faced.

This study has also shown how teachers hold different types of orientations or 
ideologies, that drive, shape, and impact their educational practice. Inherent in these 
ideologies are considerations about the purposes of schooling, the teacher’s responsibility 
and role in pursuing these goals, and understanding what students are capable of 
achieving (Deitcher, 2016). Teachers are often in tension, trying to balance between 
competing ideologies. When leading prayer services, teachers need to carefully navigate 
a path between these ideologies. They adopt a series of mechanisms that reflect the 
fusion between their intellectual ideas and the educational reality at hand. Each of 
these ideologies plays a key role and they produce a “lived ideology”, which frequently 
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includes inconsistencies, intellectual disharmony, and internal contradictions. Allowing 
teachers to acknowledge and appreciate the competing ideologies, sensitizes them to the 
multi-tiered educational process at hand and concurrently empowers them to confront 
the challenges in conscious and constructive ways (Deitcher, 2016).

Many teachers, in their attempt to emphasize on a spiritual approach for student 
development, follow Steinsaltz’s view and the individualization ideology approach. Similar 
findings emerged in a study on teachers’ views, regarding prayer services conducted by 
Muszkat-Barkan (2015) in a traditional but not orthodox school. Despite the differences in 
milieu and cultural ideologies, the author claims that most of the teachers, who participated 
in this study, tend to see prayer education as an opportunity for students’ self-actualization: 
to seek meaning and express spirituality, and therefore they prefer that prayers will include 
not only the traditional liturgy, but will also provide opportunities for self-expression.

In Muszkat -Barkan’s (2015) research, prayer was described as a personal resource 
of students’ empowerment by both traditional secular and orthodox teachers. At the 
same time, the religious context of prayer was described by both traditional and secular 
teachers as alienating. Those teachers often examined the words and meaning of prayer 
in light of their own viewpoint. According to some, prayer has to come from faith, 
as prayer without faith is irrelevant. The various expressions that teachers use while 
talking about their own attitude towards prayer, suggests a difference between teachers 
who have experienced prayer in a personal way and those who look at it as a cultural 
or human phenomenon. It seems that in both traditional and more orthodox settings, 
teachers are concerned about how prayer can be made a more meaningful and spiritual 
experience for their students.

In summary, these research findings seem to have uncovered a dissonance between 
those teachers wanting a socialization orientation to school worship and those focusing on 
the spiritual dimension. In addition, we found that there existed no curriculum framework 
for prayers in ultra-orthodox primary schools, which clearly defined the goals of prayer 
in schools and how these goals could be achieved across the various year levels. All 
stakeholders expressed the desire for such a framework, which would somehow combine 
both socialization and spiritual orientations. The findings seem to indicate that putting 
greater emphasis on the socialization orientation in younger age year levels, while focusing 
more on spiritual orientations in older year levels, may offer a route forward.

We have noted that, while for the teachers a socialization orientation, in which they 
as children were inducted to the community, was for them the main purpose of the 
prayer service, today this is no longer sufficient to ensure their students continuation of 
their ultra-orthodox traditions, including intense prayer services. A spiritual orientation 
has now come to dominance. What is the cause of this change?

Philips (2020) has noted that secularization is a core concept in the sociology of 
religion. Using the United States as a case study, he demonstrates that one manifestation 
of secularization in the U.S. is the rising disaffection from organized religion, particularly 
among the younger generation. Nevertheless, while religious denominations are losing 
members and influence, beliefs indicating the unmet demand for revitalized religious 
institutions are widespread among the citizenry.
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It is possible that the ultra-orthodox Jewish community discussed in this paper 
needs to consider how secularization has affected their own community beliefs and 
how that could impact on prayer services in particular and Jewish education in general 
in their schools. While the paper focuses on a group within the Jewish community, 
its findings are relevant to schools of other religious communities that may be facing 
similar challenges.

References
Alpert, B. (2002). Introduction: Topics and ideas in educational curricula as leading texts. In A. Hoffman, 

& Y. Shanel (Eds.), Values and goals of educational curricula in Israel (pp. 9-29). Beit Berl, Israel: Reches. 

Armstrong, H. (1948). The Act of Collective Worship. Religion in Education, 15(2), 47-50.

Brown, B. (2007). And Nothing Is Left Except this Torah. Eretz Acheret, 41, 56-65 (in Hebrew).

Compulsory Schooling Act (1949). Statute Book 287 (in Hebrew).

Compulsory Schooling and National Education (Admission) Regulations (1959). Regulation file 1160 (in 
Hebrew).

Deitcher, H. M. (2016). Where Have All the Miracles Gone? How Teachers Broach Biblical Miracles in 
Israeli Jewish National Schools. Religious Education, 111(5), 487-503. https://doi.org/10.1080/00344
087.2016.1110473

Finkelman, Y. (2011). Ultra-Orthodox/Haredi Education. In H. Miller et al. (Eds.), International Handbook 
of Jewish Education (pp. 1063-1080). Springer.

Finkelman, Y. (2014). The Ambivalent Haredi Jew. Israel Studies, 19(2), 264-293. https://doi.org/10.2979/
israelstudies.19.2.264

Hennink, M. M. (2014). Focus group discussions. New York: Oxford University Press.

Katzir, S., & Perry-Hazan, L. (2019). Legitimizing public schooling and innovative education policies in 
strict religious communities: The story of the new Haredi public education stream in Israel. Journal 
of Education Policy, 34(2), 215-241. https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2018.1438671

Kohn, E. (2018). Prayer Services in Jewish Religious High Schools for Boys in Israel-Students’ Perspectives. 
Greek Journal of Religious Education, 1(1), 23–40. http://doi.org/10.30457/031020183

Künkler, M., & Lerner, H. (2016). A Private Matter? Religious Education and Democracy in Indonesia 
and Israel. British Journal of Religious Education, 38(3), 279-307. https://doi.org/10.1080/01416200.2
015.1113933

Leon, N. (2015). An Uneasy Stability: The Haredi Parties’ Emergency Campaign for the 2013 Elections. 
Israel Affairs, 21(2), 230–244. https://doi.org/10.1080/13537121.2015.1008241

Leon, N. (2016). The Ethnic Structuring of”Sephardim” in Haredi Society in Israel. Jewish Social Studies, 
22(1), 130–160. https://doi.org/10.2979/jewisocistud.22.1.04

Malach, G., & Cahaner L. (2017). Elements of Modern Life or “Modern Ultra-Orthodoxy”? Numerical 
Assessment of Modernization Processes in Ultra-Orthodox Society.” Democratic Culture, 17, 19-52 
(in Hebrew).

Malach, G., Hoshen, M., & Cahaner L. (2016). The Haredi Society Yearbook. Jerusalem: Israel Institute of 
Democracy (in Hebrew).



Peer-reviewed article
Άρθρο με διπλή κριτική αξιολόγηση

35Dr. ELI KOHN-OROT

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative Research. A Guide to Design and Implementation (4th ed.). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Mountain, V. (2005). Prayer is a positive activity for children–a report on recent research. International 
Journal of Children’s Spirituality, 10(3), 291-305. https://doi.org/10.1080/13644360500347573

Muszkat-Barkan, M. (2015). Between Ritual and Spiritual: Teachers’ Perceptions and Practices Regarding 
Prayer Education in TALI Day Schools in Israel. Journal of Jewish Education, 81(3), 260-284. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1080/15244113.2015.1065631

Muszkat-Barkan, M., & Shkedi, A. (2009). Ideological commitment in the supervision of Jewish 
studies teachers: Representing community. In A. Pomson, & H. Deitcher (Eds.), Jewish schools and 
Jewish community (pp. 270-288). Oxford, UK: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization. doi:10.3828/
liverpool/9781904113744.003.0015

Niemi, K. (2018). Drawing a Line Between the Religious and the Secular: The Cases of Religious Education 
in Sweden and India. Journal of Beliefs & Values, 39(2), 182-194. https://doi.org/10.1080/13617672.2
018.1450806

Nord, W. A. (1995). Religion & American Education: Rethinking a National Dilemma; Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina: University of North Carolina Press. 

Novis-Deutsch, N., & C. Lifshitz (2016). When Bible and Science Interact: Teachers’ Pedagogic and Value 
Challenges in Teaching Religious Minority Students in Higher Education Settings. Teaching in Higher 
Education, 21(5), 487–500. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2016.1160216

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Perry-Hazan, L. (2013). The ultra-Orthodox Education in Israel: Law, Culture and Politics. Jerusalem: The 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem & Nevo Publishers (in Hebrew).

Perry-Hazan, L. (2015a). Court-led Educational Reforms in Political Third Rails: Lessons from the Litigation 
Over Ultra-Religious Jewish Schools in Israel. Journal of Education Policy 30(5), 713-746. https://doi.
org/10.1080/02680939.2014.987829

Perry-Hazan, L. (2015b). Curricular Choices of ultra-Orthodox Jewish Communities: Translating International 
Human Rights Law into Education Policy. Oxford Review of Education 41(5), 628-646. https://doi.org
/10.1080/03054985.2015.1074564

Philips, R. (2020). The Prospects of Postsecular Religion: A Sociological Perspective. Berlin Journal of Critical 
Theory, 4(2), 55-81.

Prothero, S. (2007). Religious Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know - And Doesn’t; New York: 
HarperCollins.

Purpel, D. E., & McLaurin Jr. W. M. (2004). Reflections on the Moral & Spiritual Crisis in Education; New 
York: Peter Lang.

Shkedi, A. (2003). Words That Touch. Tel Aviv: Ramot.

Stadler, N. (2009). Yeshiva Fundamentalism: Piety, Gender, and Resistance in the Ultra-Orthodox World. NYU 
Press.

Steinsaltz, A. (1996). Education for Prayer. In G. H. Cohn, & H. Fisch (Eds.), Prayer in Judaism: Continuity 
and Change (pp. 179-188). Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc.

Wachs, S. P. (2009). Towards a Theory of Practice: Conducting Services for and with Children and Teens in Jewish 
Day Schools. New York: Solomon Schechter Day School Association.

https://books.google.com/books?id=lvsTCgAAQBAJ



