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The Hidden Curriculum and Mahshevet Yisrael Education
Yoel Finkelman

ATID's mahshevet yisrael initiative has chosen to define the topic quite broadly.  Mahshevet yisrael education includes more than just philosophical ideas and text knowledge, but the formation of student religious beliefs, ideas, and attitudes.  Given this broad definition, we must look beyond the classroom to examine how schools promote particular religious ideas and how students absorb and process them.  In particular, we must examine the various aspects of school life that impact on students’ religious worldviews, and which are not formally taught through classroom education following a particular text or syllabus.  

At one level, this includes various extra curricular activities, such as sporting and recreational activities, student councils or clubs, and the like.  Many schools, for example, run shabbatonim for students, where aspects of religious ideology and outlook are transmitted, particularly in informal, emotionally loaded, student-centered activities. These weekends are carefully planned, and can have significant impact on students' religious lives.  Similarly, Zionist schools understand the importance of Yom Ha'atzma’ut celebrations for socializing students into Zionist identity and beliefs. Schools are aware of the importance of these events, and often plan them carefully and cautiously.  However, there are other non-curricular aspects of school life that have important influence on students’ religious development: aspects of what educational researchers have called the "hidden curruiculum." These are often not treated as carefully as certain extracurricular activities.  
Hidden Curriculum
The "hidden curriculum" refers to what schools teach, and the lessons students learn, that are not part of the formal lesson plan.
  Students learn a great deal from the unspoken, taken-for-granted, day-to-day activities in which they participate in school.  Without anybody saying anything explicitly, they learn lessons about their place in society, about how knowledge is transmitted, about what is worth striving for.  These messages come in "under the radar," with students absorbing them as part of the atmosphere of school rather than coming to cognize them from explicit teaching.  According to these researchers, as much as students learn trigonometry or European history, they also learn that one must dress in the right way or risk one's social standing, that ones activities are under constant surveillance and are judged by powerful teachers and administrators, and that knowledge is acquired through books.  When looking for the hidden curriculum, we want to know not what appears on the syllabus, what students are required to know, and what is tested.  Instead, we want to understand what social roles are occupied by students and others, how authority is negotiated in schools, which student behaviors result in emotional or concrete rewards and which are ignored or punished, and how the explicit messages sent by teachers are supported or undermined by other features of school life.  Students learn as much from these aspects of school as they do from answering teachers' questions, writing essays, or taking tests.  

In many cases, the hidden curriculum is in fact hidden.  Some elements of the school experience are so taken for granted that nobody identifies or speaks of their educational and moral implications.  In other cases, they are less hidden.  Many religious educators, parents, students, and community members may understand, at least intuitively, how Jewish education transcends the texts covered in class.  Still, for the sake of our conversation we will include in the hidden curriculum those aspects of school life, outside of the formal curriculum, that transmit important message to students, irrespective of whether the players in school are aware of them or not.  Indeed, we will argue that education will be most successful when schools and students examine and come to understand how these non-curricular aspects of schooling function or are hoped to function.

Furthermore, we do not assume, as most writings on the matter seem to, that the hidden curriculum is inherently bad or problematic.  Beginning with Marxist assumptions about the role of education, numerous thinkers suggest that the hidden curriculum oppresses students, manipulating them into submission or into limited social and economic roles.
  Jewish education is less centered on these questions of political economy, and need not take such a cynical approach.  The hidden curriculum is not necessarily pernicious or manipulative.
   Rather, the atmosphere, character, and values of a school, which are reflected throughout school life, are critical for education toward spirituality, character, and values.  A hidden curriculum that creates a spiritually and morally uplifting environment, and that resonates and supports the lessons of the manifest curriculum, can educate our students toward religious growth and seriousness.

The hidden curriculum cannot be eliminated.  Students in schools (like people operating within other institutions) will pick up messages about their roles, about values, about expectations for the future, no matter how those schools or institutions are structured.  As long as schools must organize and transmit information, as long as students and teachers in schools have social roles they are expected to play, and as long people in schools express their moral commitments in how they act, there will be a hidden curriculum.  The questions are not "Is there a hidden curriculum, and how do we eliminate it?" Instead, the questions are, "What is the hidden curriculum?  Is it constructive, and how can we make it more so?"
    

Religious schools have an obligation to ask themselves these questions.  Asking and answering them can help Orthodox schools to more effectively and responsibly use the hidden curriculum to advance their educational goals.  If we do not answer these questions, and do not work to create the kind of school atmospheres that will be constructive, a hidden curriculum will develop on its own.  Something will fill the vacuum, and that something is more likely to function haphazardly than thoughtfully and constructively.

The hidden curriculum has important implications for the area of emunot vede'ot, of mahshevet Yisrael in the broad sense we have defined it here.  Much of what students believe, and how they understand Jewish values, comes not from what teachers or texts say about the nature of Jewish commitment and belief, but from what students' sensitive antennae pick up from the culture that surrounds them, both in school and out of school.  We believe that the messages that students absorb from the religious atmosphere of Jewish institutions are part and parcel of what religious education is all about.  We would like the atmosphere of our schools to reflect our highest religious and educational values, so that students will come to identify with those values.  We would like our most deeply held religious beliefs to be manifest in broad aspects of school life. We can, therefore, ill afford to ignore the role of the hidden curriculum in Orthodox day schools in the development of students' religious worldviews.

Take the example of the concept elu ve'elu divrei elokim hayyim, the notion that there is a range of legitimate, even true, opinions within Judaism.  A school might include a unit on this topic as part of a Torah Sheba'al Peh or Mahshevet Yisrael class, explaining the concept of mahloket in halakhah and theology, discussing the nature and history of Torah Sheba'al Peh, identifying the role of human reason in understanding Torah, and arguing for a measure of pluralism within Judaism.  Students may do well on the test that reviews that texts learned and the ideas presented.  Yet, the students' attitudes toward diversity in Judaism are likely to be formed and colored by things that occur outside the formal lesson, and under at least some circumstances may serve to undermine the notions taught in class.  Is Torah knowledge in the school presented in an authoritative, top-down manner?  How are disputes or controversial opinions in Torah sources presented?  Are students' questions about Torah treated with respect?  Do teachers in the school think and dress alike?  Do teachers and administrators speak and treat respectfully those to the religious right and left of themselves, and if so, how far does this respect extend?  How does the school react to ideas and behavior that are deemed outside the pale of the pluralism inherent in elu ve'elu? Do the lessons learned in class resonate with the attitudes and behavior of the community's religious leadership, or with that of the influential laypeople in the students' lives?   The lessons about diversity and pluralism taught "unofficially" may support or undermine what is learned in class, may resonate or conflict with the other religious influences on students.  Similar concerns arise in dealing with education toward prayer, attitude toward ta'amei hamitzvot, or understanding divine providence.  Whatever one teaches about these topics in Jewish philosophy class, the lessons learned will depend a great deal on how those ideas are supported, strengthened, questioned, or undermined in the practices of significant people outside the classroom.

Limits on the Ability to Influence the Hidden Curriculum

With the desire to control and influence the hidden curriculum, schools must also realize the limits of their ability to do so. Hidden curriculum is often just that: hidden.  Staff, students, and the larger community may not be aware of the religious messages that are being sent, and therefore can do little to deliberately affect them.  In addition, the impact of the hidden curriculum is entirely dependent on student reception, if not resistance.  The question is not what messages schools send, or what messages they intend to send.  The real question is how students receive, perceive, and process that message.
  Even a carefully constructed hidden curriculum may not have the desired effect if the message is lost on the students. A school may, for example, schedule all limudei kodesh classes in the morning as a way of declaring their priority and importance.  Student, however, may not see this practice as significant, or they may perceive that they are more tired during Torah study than during general education.
  A school may enforce strict decorum during prayers as a way of declaring the importance of public tefillah.  Students may come to view prayer as a mechanical attempt to not get caught breaking the rules. There is also a problem of the law of unexpected consequences.  A school may, for example, institute a dress code in order to create a serious and respectful atmosphere that reflects the notion of respect for Torah and learning.  While the school may take strict measures to enforce the dress code, those measures may unintentionally create an "us vs. them" attitude between the staff and students, which can have negative educational consequences in other matters.
In addition, students can and do undermine and resist the school's hidden curriculum – ignoring it, ridiculing it, or subverting it in numerous ways.  Students may undermine that dress code by wearing loud, unfashionable, or messy clothes that fulfill the letter of the rule, but reflect condescension to what it stands for and those who made it.  In contrast, student enthusiasm can be the most powerful tool for improving the hidden curriculum. The significance of rosh hodesh and the spirit of enthusiasm for Judaism can be doubly enforced by the student band that leads singing and dancing in honor of the holiday.    

Schools are also limited in their ability to control the hidden curriculum by the other ideological messages that are sent, either inside the school or outside it.  For example, the hidden curriculum may work at cross purposes with the manifest curriculum.  Teachers and administrators may declare openly that Torah study takes priority over general education, and may teach texts which make that priority explicit.  Yet, the impact of these statements will depend on the amount of hours of limudei kodesh and limudei hol in the schedule; the way in which special events or extra curricular activities take time away from Torah or general education, how general studies and Torah courses are weighed in a transcript and GPA, or how rigorous the intellectual environment is in limudei kodesh compared to hol.  Teachers themselves may not see eye to eye with the schools' administration about ideological and theological matters, almost certainly creating tension between the school's hidden and manifest curricula. Furthermore, whatever messages schools are sending in both the manifest and hidden curriculum may be reinforced or undermined by the wider community and culture.  Indeed, schools are only one of the numerous ideological and axiological influences on students, and schools have only very limited influence on the religious values of the rest of the community (let alone the wider culture of which students are a part).

Despite these significant limitations, we would encourage Orthodox schools to consciously develop their hidden curriculum to the extent that they can.  In order to encourage the hidden curriculum to advance our educational agendas we must first come to understand it.  The hidden curriculum can be powerful, but it is often misunderstood or simply not identified, and therefore not utilized effectively. The more we understand how the hidden curriculum in fact operates in our schools, the more we clarify what we would like the hidden curriculum to do, the more we articulate that vision to our students and staff, and the more we create institutional practices that support the desired hidden curriculum, the more likely it is to work effectively.  As in virtually every other aspect of education, there are no guarantees that the intended messages with be heard or absorbed.  Still, though we are unable to complete the task, neither are we free to ignore it.

The Hidden Curriculum and Mahshevet Yisrael Education

If it is true that the hidden curriculum influences the religious values and worldview of students, we can hardly afford to ignore at least some aspects of the hidden curriculum in our discussion of what we have termed mahshevet Yisrael education.  Students pick up from the atmosphere in the school a great deal about how to understand what Judaism is and what it believes.  However, unlike what is taught in mahshevet Yisrael classes – of whatever version and whatever model – the hidden curriculum does not transmit formulated or systematic theological ideas.  Rather, it is likely to teach something more amorphous: religious attitudes, sensibilities, and intuitions, which can be just as important for religious life, if not more so, than articulated statements of ideology or theology.
Most Orthodox schools, for example, are likely to address the notion of divine providence in the context of a class in Sefer Shofetim, in the introduction to a Jewish history course, or as a unit in the Jewish philosophy curriculum.  Yet, some schools are more successful than others in transmitting to students the notion that God is involved in the world.  That may depend on how a sense of God's hashgahah is or is not a real part of the lives of the school staff and community. 

This understanding of the role of the hidden curriculum can lead to a certain tension.  On the one hand, we acknowledge that the hidden curriculum is central to the development of a religious worldview, and that the worldview transmitted by the hidden curriculum may be amorphous and ambiguous.  We hope and want our students to develop such attitudes and sensibilities, as critical building blocks of a rich and meaningful religious life.  At the same time, in the manifest mahshevet yisrael curriculum, as in religious life, sensibilities and attitudes are not enough.  Mahshevet yisrael education must also include attempts to make certain sensibilities articulate, to hold them up to scrutiny, and potentially to modify or reject them.
  

For example, the hidden curriculum of a strongly Zionist school might transmit important messages about the role of divine providence in the founding of the State of Israel.  The recitation of Hallel on independence day, the farewell to a teacher or student making ‘Aliyah, and the Tanakh teacher’s offhand reference to the Six Day War while teaching the biblical story of Gideon might encourage student intuitive identity with a religious-Zionist ideology and with a notion of divine involvement in history that supports that ideology.  Still, when the mahshevet yisrael teacher addresses the topic of divine providence, he or she must do so with critical rigor, and include explicit discussion of positions that question the ubiquitousness of that providence.  The class may also include readings from non or anti-Zionist thinkers, who identify the state of Israel in decidedly different terms.  On the one hand, we have an interest in seeing people live based on intuitive religious sensibilities, and on the other hand, part of the enterprise of the mahshevet Yisrael classroom involves challenging and questioning those sensibilities.
Ideally, the solution to this tension would be the discovery that our considered and articulated theological stances would be entirely compatible with the less defined religious sensibilities.  In real life, such a goal may be illusive.  We should realize the value, indeed the necessity and inevitability, of unarticulated beliefs and sensibilities, at the same time as we work with our students to question, articulate, and define at least some of them.  It is critical for schools to teach mahshevet Yisrael as both part of the manifest curriculum and as part of the hidden curriculum, and to allow these program to feed off of each other, ideally in constructive rather than destructive ways.

Influencing the Hidden Curriculum of a School


Affecting the hidden curriculum of a school, to the extent that it is possible, is a long, indeed never-ending task.  Due to the amorphous nature of much of the hidden curriculum, it can be extraordinarily difficult to figure out what could be changed and how.  Still, reforming the hidden curriculum involves two aspects.  The first, and easier, involves making certain defined, articulated, and observable policy changes in school life.  A school that wants, for example, to increase the level of kavod haTorah which it projects might find ways of institutionalizing respect for Torah and those who know and practice it.  Texts that discuss kavod haTorah could get included in the formal curriculum.  Budget permitting, the school could dedicate a room as a beit midrash, and take concrete steps to insure that the room is aesthetic, well-kept, and reflective of the seriousness of the enterprise of Torah study.  In addition to students who learn there, the beit midrash could be occupied by staff, who are paid to spend time learning.
  The school could invite leading Torah scholars, and invest significant energy into an honorable greeting from such people, or could institute a policy of never canceling a Torah class for an extra curricular activity.  Such concrete steps may increase the message of the importance of honoring Torah.


However there are other, more subtle, matters at play.  Because the hidden curriculum is hidden, because it is caught up in the very atmosphere of the school and community, mere policy changes may not get at the core of how kavod haTorah is transmitted to young people.  A more important issue may be, for example, whether the school's culture reflects an attitude of respect for individuals, ideas, and objects.  More narrowly, how do significant adults speak about Torah?  Do adults and role models have a "sparkle in their eye," at least on occasion, when speaking about their own learning or about their teachers?  How adults react to holding a sefer Torah, or to meeting a great Torah sage, cannot be made matters of policy. Instead, affecting these amorphous aspects of the hidden curriculum is tied up the schools ability to articulate an educational vision, to deputize staff to being aware of and identifying with that vision, and making sure that that vision is on the minds of staff enough so that it affects their practice and their actions at many levels.  Or, put differently, a school that wants to transmit kavod haTorah to its students, must be aware that this is a value, must have staff who identify with that value, and must find ways of making sure that that value is alive and well and expressed in the day to day behavior of the teachers.  The same holds true for any aspect of hidden curriculum.  Building a strong and constructive hidden curriculum requires a strong school-vision; a principal and other leaders who identify with that vision; open and trusting communication between leadership, teachers, students, and parents; a school culture that encourages reflection on school life; an ability to take a long and hard look at school practice and its effectiveness; and a willingness to modify many aspects of school life – from curricular choices to hiring policies – to improve things.  Modifying the hidden curriculum is a slow and complex process, at best.

A school that wants to improve its hidden curriculum – either overall or regarding a specific issue – might consider the following plan, similar to a plan for other kinds of school reform.
  1) The first requirement to change the hidden curriculum is to identify and understand it, or at least some part of it.  Teachers, students, and administrators should form a committee or team to critically examine the school, or aspects of school life, with an eye toward identifying elements of the hidden curriculum.  Consultation with an educational anthropologist, or someone trained to identify such issues, might be beneficial both to provide in-house staff with tools to examine things more carefully and to provide an outsider’s perspective that might identify things that are less visible to insiders.  2) The committee should choose an aspect or aspects of the hidden curriculum that could benefit from improvement and which can be improved with the time and resources available.  3) The committee should do a more careful examination of that specific aspect of the hidden curriculum, including close observation of what is actually happening in practice, and including conversations with students and alumni about how they have experienced that aspect of school life.  4) The committee should suggest concrete steps that staff and students can take to improve that aspect of the hidden curriculum, and bring it more into line with the school's educational philosophy and theology.  5) These suggestions should be communicated to the school population, and implemented.  6) After a period of time, the committee should reconvene to determine if the changes have taken place and what impact those changes have had.  This evaluation must include feedback from students, alumni, and families, the ultimate consumers of the hidden (and manifest) curriculum.   Such a program, whether conducted more quickly or more long term, has potential to improve the hidden curriculum of a school.
The Hidden Curriculum is Critically Important

On the surface, the hidden curriculum seems to be tangential to our larger concern with mahshevet yisrael education.  We are convinced that this is not the case.  If we want to influence our students' beliefs and religious ideas, we must examine the whole student, and not merely his philosophical mind.  If we want to have an impact on our students' worldviews, we must consider the larger cultural atmosphere of our schools and communities, and not merely what occurs in the classroom.  A school that finds ways of using the hidden curriculum to transmit Jewish beliefs and values, alongside more formal classroom instruction in these topics, will, we believe, help educate more committed, thoughtful, and rich religious personalities. (  
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� For a survey of approaches to and definitions of the hidden curriculum, see Eric Morgolis, et al., "Peekaboo: Hiding and Outing the Curriculum," in Eric Morgolis, ed., The Hidden Curriculum in Higher Education (New York and London: Routledge, 2001), pp. 1-19.


� Most extremely see Ivan Illich, Deschooling Society (London and New York: Marion Boyars, 2002), reprint of 1971 edition.  Michael Apple Ideology and Curriculum, 2nd Ed. (New York: Routledge, 1990), and Jeane Anyon, "Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work," Journal of Education 162:1 (Fall, 1980), 67-92.


� T. Seddon, "The Hidden Curriculum: An Overview," Curiculum Perspectives 3:1 (1983), pp. 1-6.


� Jane Martin, "What Should We Do With a Hidden Curriculum When We Find One," Curriculum Inquiry 6:2 1976, 135-151.


� For a somewhat idealized example of how the hidden curriculum of Jewish education can reflect theological assumptions about the nature of knowledge, see Moshe Halbertal and Tova Hartman-Halbertal, "The Yeshiva," in Amelie Oksenberg Rorty, Ed., Philosophers on Education: Historical Perspectives (London: Routledge, 1998), 458-469.


� This aspect of the hidden curriculum requires careful surveys of students and alumni of yeshiva high schools, reception studies of the hidden curriculum.  To the best of my knowledge, no such studies exist. 


� See R. Moshe Feinstein, Igrot Moshe, Yoreh De'ah Vol. 3, 83.  Cf. Karen Tarnow, "The Effect of Early vs. Delayed Start Times of Classes on Grades of High School Students," Teachers' College Record , Oct. 10, 2005, accessed from � HYPERLINK "http://www.tcrecord.org" ��www.tcrecord.org�, article ID number 12217.


� One of the strengths of the Haredi educational system is the relative harmony between the values endorsed by school administrators, teachers, and homes.


� For very thought provoking educational reflections on the dialectical tension between values that are absorbed through repetitive practice and those that are subject to philosophical self-reflection, see Isadore Twersky, "What Must a Jew Study – and Why?" in Seymour Fox et. al eds, Visions of Jewish Eucation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 47-76.


� In general, education in yeshiva high schools could be improved if students saw their teachers learning Torah.  Often, students see their teachers only preparing for class or grading papers.  A few North American high schools, often in conjunction with the Torah MiTzion kollel programs, have recently made attempts to do this. 


� If the school has more time and resources, this could be done by a planning committee that would sit over the course of several months to plan, then implement the following academic year, and evaluate the success the year after that.  A school with less time and resources could do something less formal and systematic informally, over the course of a few staff meetings.  Reforming the hidden curriculum is not an “all or nothing” proposition.  Perceptive teachers and administrators can make some changes in small pieces, acting informally.


( Dr. Yoel Finkelman (� HYPERLINK "mailto:yoel@atid.org" ��yoel@atid.org�) is ATID’s Director of Projects and Research, and an instructor at Midreshet Lindenbaum.
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