Milwaukee Jewish
Day School

Mara Kleiman, Director of Jewish Life
and Learning

Although it seems like there are a variety of natural
ways to connect Civic Learning to the teachings in
Tanakh (Bible), my Civic Spirit project has evolved out
of my sixth-grade Leaders in Tanakh semester, where
students are exploring models of leadership through
the stories of biblical figures such as Yehoshua,
Devorah, and Shmuel. Rather than treating these texts
only as historical or religious narratives, | am inviting
students to approach them as conversations about
responsibility, authority, community, and moral
decision-making. My goal is to help students see
Tanakh as a source of civic wisdom and to recognize
themselves as emerging participants in those same
conversations about leadership and belonging.

Within the context of our Jewish Studies curriculum,
this project fits naturally into our study of the
transition from tribal leadership to centralized
monarchy. Students are examining how leaders
respond during moments of uncertainty, how
communities grant legitimacy to leaders, and what
responsibilities leaders hold toward the people they
serve. Through chevruta (paired) learning, structured
discussion, and short written reflections, students are
analyzing the leadership challenges across multiple
texts and considering how those same questions
continue to shape civic life today. | continue to see
growth in students’ ability to support their ideas with
textual evidence, listen carefully to one another’s
perspectives, and articulate what leadership might
look like in their own lives and communities.

As a culminating experience, students are preparing to
participate in a leadership role-play summit in which
they will step into the voices of either a biblical leader
or a contemporary civic leader. Students will prepare
short position statements about moments when they
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stepped into responsibility, challenges they faced, and
wisdom they might offer to future leaders. During the
summit conversations, students will engage across
time periods, asking one another questions about
authority, responsibility, and decision-making. This
experience will help students synthesize their learning
in a creative and meaningful way and reinforce the idea
that leadership is part of an ongoing civic dialogue
rather than something fixed in the past.

Throughout this work, | found myself engaging most
deeply with Civic Spirit's pillar of Civic Belonging.
Students are beginning to see themselves as inheritors
of a shared textual tradition and as contributors to
conversations about what leadership means in a
community shaped by values. At the same time,
students are strengthening their Civic Skills through
collaborative interpretation, respectful disagreement,
and structured dialogue. These practices help create a
classroom environment in which students are
exploring complex ideas together, while building
confidence in their own voices.

‘ ‘ Through this work, | have come

to see my students not only as
learners of Tanakh, but as
emerging civic participants
shaped by the questions our
tradition continues to ask of

every generation. , ,
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One especially meaningful aspect of this fellowship
experience was the opportunity to think more
intentionally about how civic education already lives
within Jewish text study. Civic Spirit helped me name
and deepen practices that were already present in my
classroom: asking ethical questions, exploring multiple
perspectives, and connecting text learning to lived
responsibility. It shifted my understanding of civic
education from something separate that | add to my
teaching to something embedded within the rhythms
of how we learn Tanakh together.

Looking ahead, | hope to continue expanding
opportunities for students to connect their study of
biblical leadership with their own developing sense of
responsibility in school and community life. | am
especially interested in building additional reflection
opportunities that help students identify the
leadership qualities they hope to cultivate in
themselves and recognize the ways their voices
already matter within their communities. Through this
work, | have come to see my students not only as
learners of Tanakh, but as emerging civic participants
shaped by the questions our tradition continues to ask
of every generation.
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