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Gesher IKesher: A New Approach To Jewish
High School Students

Rabbi Manuel Gold

he problem is well known—a steady

decline in Jewish school enrollment

. after Bar/Bat Mitzvah. The reasons are

also well documented-—parents allow attendance to be

optional; students have a multitude of competing inter-

ests and activities; academic demands increase in public

school. But perhaps the most telling reason of all is that

Judaism as presented in most Jewish high school curric-

ula just doesn’t touch the lives of today’s teens. Teens are

seeking a sense of meaning and purpose in their lives,
and if they don’t find it in Judaism, theylook elsewhere.

Giving Jewish teens a sense of meaning and purpose
is the essential goal of Gesher L'Kesher, a peer led high
school program developed by the Princeton Center
for Leadership Training. Beginning with a few congre-
gational schools in New Jersey, the program is now
being implemented in more than 40 congregations in
the greater New York area. The key to the success of
the program is that it trains older high school students
in grades 11-12 to become peer leaders for students in
grades 8-9. Jewish youth movements have been using
peer leadership principles with great success for
decades, but this is the first application of the model
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to Jewish schooling. What makes this approach so
effective?

From the perspective of the older students, the pro-
gram allows them to make a contribution to their con-
gregational community. Older teens are ready to
begin adopting social leadership roles as part of their
transition from adolescence to adulthood. However,
they need structure and support in order to be suc-
cessful. The synagogue adult team of teachers, rabbis
and principals that trains and supervises the peer
leaders provide the necessary supports for the older
teens to succeed.

Another dimension for the older teens is the per-
sonal skills they develop by participating in the pro-
gram. Among the skills are communications, team-
work, group facilitation and program planning. Older
teens understand that learning transferable skills is
both an immediate and long term benefit for them.
They value opportunities for personal growth and
development.

A third element is the reinforcement of their own
Jewish beliefs, attitudes and commitments. In order to
teach the younger students, the older teens need to
review the Jewish values and ideals they will be teach-
ing. In the course of planning activities and discus-
sions for younger students, the older teens deepen






