
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Religious Education
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40839-020-00091-w

1 3

Prayer services in Jewish religious high schools for girls 
in Israel ‑ teachers’ perspectives

Eli Kohn1

 
© Australian Catholic University 2020

Abstract
This qualitative research aims to explore the experiences of teachers in the implementa-
tion of prayer services in religious high schools for girls in Israel. Twenty teachers from 
three different schools were interviewed as part of this qualitative research study. Inter-
views were conducted during 2017–2018. The research focused on what teachers felt were 
the goals of prayer services in schools and the challenges they faced in their implementa-
tion. The research points to reasons why, from teachers’ perspectives, these services are not 
maximizing their impact on the religious development of many students. Most importantly, 
the research highlights the inner tensions of teachers in balancing traditionalist approaches 
to the implementation of prayer services with more creative strategies to provide a more 
meaningful experience for their students. While this research was conducted within the 
ethos of Jewish religious schools in Israel, it provides important data about teachers’ views 
on prayer and spiritual development which can be of value to other religious denomina-
tions as well.

Keywords  Prayer · Religion experiences · Teachers

1  Introduction

The following qualitative research focuses on the experiences of twenty teachers during 
prayer services in three Jewish religious high schools for girls in Israel and the particular 
challenges that are faced in the provision of this aspect of religious and spiritual education.

These challenges include, among others, the perceived lack of desire among students 
to participate in these services and the difficulty that teachers have in making them a more 
meaningful experience for their students. This study aims to explore teachers’ perspectives 
on this issue. In particular, it examines their views on the goals and purposes of prayer 
in a religious high school for girls and then discusses the difficulties they experience in 
the course of school prayer and how they address them. Data on teachers’ experiences of 
school prayer in these schools is largely anecdotal with little research based quantitative 
or qualitative data available. In addition, there is little information about what teachers 
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themselves think and experience during these school prayers. This research study aims 
to explore this issue more systematically providing empirical evidence using the tools of 
qualitative research.

In order to understand these challenges, it is important to understand the context in 
which these schools operate.

1.1 � Jewish religious high schools in Israel

The religious educational system in Israel is supervised by an authority within the Israel 
Ministry of Education called Chemed. The ethos of Chemed is that it is committed to pro-
vide an education that is based on the principles of the Torah and Jewish Law and the 
observance of its commandments. Educating towards belief in God is a cornerstone of 
Chemed’s ethos. The provision of prayer services in schools is seen as part of this commit-
ment to Jewish law as daily prayer is considered a religious duty (Nissel 2001). About 25% 
of all students in schools in Israel belong to the Chemed system.

In the non-religious state education system in Israel there is no requirement for prayer 
services and so almost no schools have them. As such this study is only relevant to the reli-
gious Chemed system.

Chemed caters for a wide range of religiously observant populations. It is part of the 
public education system formally open to all families regardless of religious orientation 
although in practice, at the secondary level, student bodies may be relatively homogeneous 
regarding their religious practices and beliefs.

Most of these schools are co-educational offering a fairly demanding dual curriculum 
comprising of both religious and general studies. A significant number of these schools, 
however, are single sexed providing a more intense religious educational program. Gener-
ally, parents who are inclined to a more religious lifestyle tend to send their children to 
single-sex schools which they believe is more conducive to the religious development of 
their children.

Prayer services for boys in Chemed schools take place in the morning (for about 40 min-
utes) and in the afternoon (for about 15 minutes). Some also have an evening service (for 
about 15 minutes) depending what time the school day finishes. Prayer services for girls, 
however, generally take place once a day in the morning. According to the prevailing view 
in Jewish law, women are only required to pray once a day and there is no obligation to par-
ticipate in communal prayer. This difference in practice between the sexes has an impact in 
the implementation of prayer services as we shall discuss.

The Chemed system faces various tensions in implementing its vision. By stating that 
general studies are almost on par with religious studies, at least by the equal time devoted 
to both, can give the impression of duality of vision which could water-down the religious 
vision of the schools. In addition, a built-in tension exists between students studying in a 
religious environment embedded in a secular culture where contradictory factors vie for 
student allegiance. The discussion on prayer services below, therefore, needs to be consid-
ered within the context of these tensions.

As has been noted, this research focuses on a particular population within Chemed—
religious high schools for girls (Ulpanot). This is for a number of reasons. Firstly, while the 
religious orientation of Chemed in general can be very widely defined, this single sexed 
population has a more clearly defined ethos thus allowing for easier comparison between 
schools. These schools have more strict religious standards and more curriculum hours 
are devoted to religious studies. Rich and Leslau (2005) have shown how overall there is 
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a higher level of student observance of ritual practices in Ulpanot as compared to other 
schools in the Chemed system. The same is true of affirmations of religious belief. Ulpanot 
students express a higher level of religious belief than in other Chemed schools. As such, 
a study of teachers’ experiences of prayer in Ulpanot where mandatory prayer services are 
held at least once a day allows for a more accurate comparison between them.

1.2 � Review of literature‑spirituality and school prayer

In this section we will first provide a short review of literature in the area of spirituality in 
general and children’s spirituality in particular, and then relate to research on school prayer 
with particular reference to Jewish schools.

Religiousness and spirituality have been part of human experience throughout history. 
Scholarly and scientific activity, particularly over the last 50 years, has generated plenty 
of data about religiousness and spirituality. The increase in interest, particularly as to the 
study and meaning of spirituality has been well documented by researchers. Tacey (2000), 
for example, sees spirituality as having a relationship with transcendence while Nye (1996) 
considers it as part of the inner psychic of life. As Kay (2005) has noted the word “spiritu-
ality” is not easy to define and is open to a variety of religious and non-religious interpre-
tations. Within the context of this research, a discussion of what spirituality may mean is 
important to help better understand the views and experiences of teachers within a specific 
religious setting during school prayer services.

Focusing on spirituality in children, Engebretson, de Souza and Salpietro (2001) used 
senior primary and middle secondary students in their investigation of religiosity. Spir-
ituality in the lives of teenagers has been the focus of research by Duffy (2002). He inves-
tigated children’s spirituality and gathered data about their ideas, concepts and experi-
ences. He found many examples of the use of prayer as part of the spiritual life of students. 
McClure (1996) considered spirituality in children to be an innate capacity likening it to 
the linguistic capacity. Just as a child is in some way “pre-programmed” to learn the syntax 
of language, so too the child has an awareness of the spiritual search for meaning, value 
and purpose. Stewart (1996), like McClure, considered spirituality as an inner reality. She 
believed that all children hold some things in life as sacred, that is some things which are 
held in a special spiritual relationship. She considered that these “sacred” objects act as 
“icons”. They invite children to “wonder, to puzzle, to imagine, to dwell in mystery and ask 
the big essential questions of life” (p. 43). It was through sacred objects that children were 
given inner strength and confidence to explore new areas of life. In this way the spiritual 
life of connection to the “sacred objects” was central to the development of the child. Stern 
(2018) has a much wider definition of spirituality as it applies to the school. He defines 
the “spirit of the school”, as “an inclusive community with magnanimous leadership that 
enables friendship through dialogue in order to create and evaluate valuable or beautiful 
meanings and good people” (p. 109).

Prayer is a key element in all religions and one expression of spirituality (Coleman 
1999). In the Jewish tradition, prayer is “an expression of man’s constant awareness of the 
divine.” (Cohn and Fisch, 1996). There is in prayer a feeling of connection to the God of 
history who shows himself through the works of man (Twerski 2001).

Turning to spirituality and prayer in schools, de Souza (2016), who writes from an Aus-
tralian context, makes a case that communal religious practices such as prayer relate to 
the deep spiritual nature of human beings. Thus they are critically important for education 
that fosters full human development. Clearly, according to her view, there is a relationship 
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between spirituality and communal prayer. In the UK, the Education Act of 1988 explic-
itly requires schools to provide for the physical, moral and spiritual wellbeing of children. 
This requirement mandates the provision of “collective worship” for a “broadly Christian 
character” in all schools. The requirement for “collective worship” has been understood in 
different ways. According to Avest (2018), for example, the term refers to attentive observ-
ing and listening, or loving and admiring what people have in common. It is not necessarily 
directed to worship of a higher being. Others call for greater flexibility, including oppor-
tunities for reflection relating to a range of faiths or spiritualities (Richardson and Hunter 
2018). In short, the notion and purpose of prayer or communal worship in schools is one 
which can be understood and interpreted in different ways.

Focusing on the literature relating specifically to adolescent prayer in schools, it has 
been noted that an individual’s understanding of prayer and the content of his or her 
prayers shift dramatically across the developmental lifespan (Drelich 2017). In one study 
of youth, 12–20 years of age, prayer was described as appearing in two development vari-
ants: young prayer and mature prayer (Periello and Scarlet 1991). The motivation of young 
prayer is the desire to have God change reality to match the wishes of the supplicant, with a 
focus on what God can do for the individual. Mature prayer, which emerges sometime dur-
ing adolescence, shifts from a demand directed at God to a conversation with God. Kessler 
(2007) discusses how adolescents “grapple with the profound questions of meaning and 
purpose and the desire for a personal relationship with God” (p. 17). Prayer, then, can serve 
as a vehicle for exploring the self and a spiritual relationship with God.

Regarding the practice of prayer specifically in Jewish schools, there is a paucity of 
research into what is happening in this area. However, over the last few years we do have 
some indications from researchers about overall trends regarding the experience of prayer 
in Jewish schools particularly outside of Israel.

In the primary school, singing is often central to prayer services in these grade lev-
els, which both makes the experience pleasurable for the students (who like to sing) and 
achieving the goal of familiarity with the words of the liturgy, but without either a cogni-
tive or emotional connection to the meaning behind the words (Wachs 2009; Golombek 
2011).

In the middle school (11–14 year old students) services are often a challenging educa-
tional environment, where the students are no longer as compliant and cooperative as they 
were in their elementary grades, and where they are asked to engage in an activity lacking 
meaning for them (during a developmental stage where they are engaged in identity forma-
tion and connection making). This often leads to rebellion against the norms of prayer to 
varying degrees (Golombek 2011). Rarely are there middle schools that use prayer time for 
meaning making activities, and few middle schools dedicate classroom time to prayer edu-
cation (Siegel 2016). Jacobson-Maisels (2013) argues for the importance of educators who 
have a deep, conscious, meaningful and developed relationship with prayer and who have 
developed a systematic understanding of prayer as a spiritual practice.

In the high school, in general the more Orthodox the school, the more likely is seems 
that the prayer experience intends to replicate that of the parental community (Rose 2017). 
As such, Orthodox schools tend to provide a prayer service that includes all the liturgy stu-
dents would say in a synagogue. Prayers are led by a prayer leader, as in the synagogue and 
last for a similar time, 30 minutes for the morning prayers and 15 minutes for the afternoon 
prayers. Some schools provide creative prayer opportunities, allowing the students the 
choice to participate in non-conventional services (Wachs 2012; Goldmintz 2017). Others 
will implement a curriculum in the classroom to supplement and enrich the prayer services 
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in the school, but the majority will not invest precious instructional hours on prayer (Gold-
mintz 2017; Siegel 2016).

In Israel, some scholars have focused on the challenges faced by educators in the imple-
mentation of prayer worship in schools and some of the reasons for these challenges. In 
particular, they note that many students do not willingly take part in these services (Rap-
pel 2001; Simon 1996). Steinsaltz (1996) claims that prayer can only be taught within the 
perspective of educating for belief in God and for a prayer service to be successful it must 
include the opportunity for the student to develop a connection between himself and God. 
Religious schools, he posits, do a good job in teaching prayer literacy but do not do enough 
in developing the spiritual world of students. As such there is a dissonance between the 
formal act of prayer recitation and the inner spiritual world of the student. Simon (1996), 
while agreeing that more focus should be spent in developing the students’ personal con-
nection to God, suggests there is another area that needs to be addressed. Students don’t 
appreciate the beauty of the prayers because they have never been taught the deep mes-
sages behind the prayers. They are mumbled rather than internalized. Students should learn 
about when the prayer was written, the historical background as to why it was written and 
the significance of the prayer to a student in the twenty-first century. The fact that many 
of the prayers are written in ancient Hebrew makes it difficult for students to understand 
or identify with the messages of the prayer. Ruddik (2003), suggests that the difficulties 
students have with school prayer are connected to the demands of the school curriculum. 
Thirty non-examinable prayer minutes within a crowded, rigorous test-orientated school 
day is not conducive to a serious and meaningful prayer experience. Adler (2003) posits 
that societal norms and values in which the material is the center of man’s desires and 
needs, the development of man’s spiritual world takes second place if at all. This attitude 
has a negative effect on the efficacy of school prayer.

1.3 � Feminism and Jewish law

In addition to the challenges already discussed, there are particular issues that arise when 
we consider women’s prayer. According to orthodox Jewish law there is no obligation for 
women to participate in communal prayer. If so, why conduct prayers at all in religious 
schools for girls? There are a number of approaches, discussed in the literature, which 
attempt to tackle this question. Hadani (2007), for example, claims that communal prayer 
for women is against their inner spiritual nature which strives for personal connection to 
God and therefore these services should not be encouraged.

Haut (1992), describes the frustration of those orthodox Jewish women who wish to 
take an active part in communal prayers but are not allowed to do so. For example, they 
passively watch the reading of the Torah performed by men from behind the partition that 
segregates men from the women. Atid (2003), representing a group of Jewish educators, 
claims that this reality leads to a negative attitude to prayer by female students praying in 
school.

How is it possible then to deal with the conflict of women’s passivity in communal 
prayer with the desire of educators to make prayer a more meaningful experience for their 
students? For some, like Brauer (2000), the answer lies with giving more opportunities for 
girls to participate actively in communal prayers like a weekly Torah reading by girls in 
school. For others, like Brandes (2009), girls in religious schools need to be given options 
as to how best to pray based on their individual spiritual make up. Some may want to pray 
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communally, others privately and some not at all. Opportunities need to be given for differ-
ent forms of spiritual expression.

However most of the above data on school prayer is anecdotal rather than research 
based. There is little qualitative or quantitative data about the state of prayer in Jewish 
schools worldwide in general and in the Israeli school system in particular. In addition, the 
discussion, for example, on feminism and prayer has been researched within the context of 
religious schools which are more open to discuss new avenues for women’s prayer. Would 
this be the case in the context of a girls’ school which has a more stringently observant 
ethos? Furthermore, little attempt has been made to question teachers themselves about 
their experience of school prayer and how it can be made a more meaningful experience for 
their students.

This paper intends to chart new waters in this topic researching the experiences of teach-
ers in conducting prayer services in strictly religious schools for girls.

2 � Methodology

The methodology used in this study followed a qualitative research model. This type of 
research tries to capture what participants experience on the topic in their own words 
(Shkedi 2003). Twenty teachers were interviewed using semi-structured questions prepared 
in advance utilizing the model suggested by Patton (2003). These teachers were chosen 
from three Chemed religious high schools for girls with similar religious ethos and student 
population.

Teachers interviewed 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 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 partici-
pating 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. Respond-
ents validated the interview data by providing feedback on the emerging findings (Merriam 
2016).

Regarding the number of respondents (20), once twenty women teachers had been inter-
viewed from the various schools, the emerging findings felt saturated (Merriam 2016) in 
that the same phenomenon began to repeat themselves and little new information surfaced. 
This adds to the validity of the research.

The interview data was analyzed using a method of categorization (Alpert 2007) which 
identified the core recurring topics in one interview and then extrapolated and compared 
them to other interviews.

Though the focus of this research was on teacher interviews, two students were also 
interviewed from each of the three schools in the research. A total of six students. They 
were chosen randomly from one of the classes observed in each school in order to get some 
sense of their perspective regarding prayers in the classroom.
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Observations during prayer services were conducted in those classes taught by the 
teachers who were interviewed. Altogether forty class observations were made - two obser-
vations in each class of the teachers interviewed. These were undertaken by the author 
and female university students under his direction. There was generally one observer in 
each class, but ten observations were done by two observers in the class. The observers 
did not take part in the service themselves but stood on the side or the back of the class 
focusing their attention on the behaviour of the teacher, students and the prayer service 
itself. Although the ideal of observations in qualitative research is for observers to have a 
more participatory role (Merriam 2016) it was felt that this “full observer” status was most 
suited for mining data where the number of class observations was limited.

The form or subject teacher was present at the service. Most teachers actively par-
ticipated 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 ser-
vice. Many of the challenges expressed by the teachers during their interviews as described 
later in the paper, were noted during these observations.

2.1 � School and teacher population

As has been mentioned, twenty teachers participated in this study. Seven teachers were 
interviewed in two of the schools and six teachers in the third school.

All three schools are in central Israel and part of the Ulpana system for Jewish religious 
high school for girls. While in two schools (Ulpana 1 and Ulpana 2) about 90% of the stu-
dent population come from religious homes, the third school (Ulpana 3) has a more varied 
student population with about 70% of students coming from religious homes. The 30% of 
students who do not come from religious homes are mostly traditional (for example, light-
ing candles on Friday night) but not strictly shabbat observant (for example, may travel by 
car on the Shabbat).

All schools have a very clearly defined religious ethos in which Jewish law is to be fol-
lowed strictly and includes mandatory prayer for the first lesson of the school day. In prac-
tice, however, each school gives the teacher flexibility about how the service is run in her 
class. As will be described, there are many challenges faced by teachers in leading these 
services. The school leadership is generally aware of them and each teacher is encouraged 
to meet the needs of her specific class in the way she sees best.

In Ulpana 1 seven female form teachers were interviewed. In Ulpana 2 seven teachers 
were interviewed. Four female form teachers and three female subject teachers. In Ulpana 
3 three female form teachers were interviewed and three female subject teachers.

The form teacher is responsible for the progress and wellbeing of her class. She also 
teaches many of the class lessons, particularly Jewish Studies, and she generally leads the 
prayers in her classroom. In Ulpanot all form teachers are female. The subject teachers who 
participated in this research also lead prayers and therefore have daily experience of school 
prayer.

Ulpanot are led by the school principal. The school principal’s role in an Ulpana is to 
provide spiritual guidance and direction to the school. He is guardian of the religious ethos 
of the school. More often he is a Rabbi and a religious role model for the students. He 
generally teaches some religious lessons, speaks at assemblies and school functions, and 
guides teachers in sustaining and developing the school’s ethos. Most often, he does not 
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participate in the daily prayer sessions in the classrooms, though he has an important role 
in providing general direction about how they should be run. He usually does not have a 
disciplinary or organisational role which is assumed by his deputy. In recent years there is 
an increasing number of women who are being appointed to the position of principal of an 
Ulpana.

The teachers in this study are all graduates of the Ulpana system. They are all personally 
observant and identify with the religious ethos of the Ulpana. They each pray personally 
at least once a day. They range from between 25 and 60 years of age. In Ulpana 3, where 
there is a greater number of students from less religious homes, some of the teachers show 
greater flexibility about implementation of Jewish law such as a more lenient dress code 
but they too completely identify with the religious ethos of the school including mandatory 
prayer. As we shall see, this research also explored whether the teachers experienced any 
differences in students attitudes and practices in prayer where there is a more heterogene-
ous population from less observant homes.

The study aimed to explore the following two research questions:

1.	 What, in their view, are the goals and purposes of prayer in a religious high school for 
girls?

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

3 � Findings

Teachers were first asked to describe the religious environment in their schools and the 
place of prayer within the school day. Prayer takes place every morning in individual class-
rooms according to their regular class divisions and is the first activity of the school day. 
The service is generally led by a prayer leader. Some prayer sections are said silently while 
others are sung together. In the words of one teacher:

“Prayer is a central component of the school day. The religious environment pervades 
the school, and prayer is an important part of that environment.”

On Fridays, in all these schools, prayer services take place in the school hall. The 
focus of the service is on communal singing and preparation for the Shabbat day through 
speeches given by the Principal or school Rabbi.

All the teachers stressed the importance of “togetherness” as a central feature of school 
prayer. In the words of one:

“We are trying to create an atmosphere of serving God together—praying “together” 
is an important feature of that.”

Collective prayer seems to create a positive environment in which the girls enjoy pray-
ing together. However, two teachers pointed out that they allow individual prayer once 
a week in order to give them private spiritual time and to break up the routine that can 
become monotonous.



Prayer services in Jewish religious high schools for girls in…

1 3

3.1 � What are the goals and purposes of school prayer according to these teachers?

Teachers were first asked about what prayer means for them personally. In particular, what 
is the purpose of prayer for them as individuals and how often do they pray? There were a 
variety of responses which could be divided into two major categories. Typical of one type 
of response came from a teacher who said:

“I pray at least once a day. The reason I pray is that prayer is something you do as 
a religious person. That is what I learned from my home and when I was a student 
at school. I say the words as is required by Jewish tradition. It is the first thing I do 
every morning - part of my daily routine.”

When categorizing this approach we coined the term “formalistic orientation” for teach-
ers with this type of response. Prayer is seen by this group as primarily a religious duty to 
be performed. A different type of response was typical of another group of teachers. One 
said for example:

“I pray every morning because I wish to connect to God and talk to him. To ask for his 
help during the day. It is much more than saying the words. I generally say the prayers, but 
I often veer away from them and just talk to God. That is what prayer is all about for me.” 
This second type of approach we categorized as a “spiritual orientation.” Teachers in this 
category are less concerned with the formalistic saying of fixed prayers in the prayer book 
but much more about the religious experience of prayer and connection to God.

When turning to the goals of prayer at school, in general teachers thinking about their 
personal goals of prayer, not surprisingly, was reflected in their comments on school prayer. 
Teachers, for example, with a more formalistic orientation to personal prayer emphasized 
the importance of school prayer as part of the religious ethos they wish to cultivate and 
as the proper way to begin the school day. This formalistic approach to school prayer was 
expressed well in the words of one teacher:

“Prayer is something we do as part of the timetable of a religious school. That is part 
of the daily routine. Every morning the girls arrive in school at 7:30am. Whoever 
does not arrive at this time is not allowed into the first lesson. She can come into the 
lesson only after she has prayed outside the class first. Firstly, and most importantly, 
is the religious framework.”

However, in parallel to this approach, teachers also emphasized the need for students 
to love to pray and develop positive, spiritual feelings towards it, in line with the spiritual 
orientation we have discussed.

As one said:

“In addition to the importance of having a prayer framework I feel I need to ensure 
that students will have good feelings towards prayer.”

Another teacher focused in more detail on the spiritual aspects of prayer. She pointed 
out her aim to offer different pathways in prayer for her students so that each could “con-
nect” to prayer to meet the needs of “her inner spiritual world.” In her words:

“If it is a student who has a special connection to music or to a particular song, I will get 
her to sing it at prayers. Other students enjoy the talks of the Rabbi and even more prefer 
some personal reflection time so we try to provide for a variety of all these options.” This 
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strategy, she believes enables students to “tune in” to prayer and make it a more meaningful 
and spiritual experience for them.

What is interesting to note, is that some teachers with a more formalistic orientation to 
their own personal prayers, felt that their students needed a more uplifting religious experi-
ence during their prayer services to make it more meaningful for them. And they have dif-
ficulty in catering for their spiritual needs as is described in the challenges section below.

In the words of one:

“For me, I pray because that is what I have always done, part of a religious duty. And 
that is how I felt when I was the students’ age. But I can see that that is not enough 
for many of my students. They want a more spiritual experience from prayers. To 
connect to God. I am frustrated as I really don’t know how to do this.”

In summary, a number of different points of view were raised in the interviews about 
the goals of school prayer in their school. For some, the framework of the school day in a 
religious school which begins with prayer was the most important goal. For them, whether 
the students enjoyed prayers or not was not the most important factor. Prayers are a given 
in a religious school. Others took a more student-centered approach, focusing on the good 
feelings that the prayer service should cultivate and the development of the inner spiritual 
world of the individual student.

A more nuanced approach to teachers’ responses seems to show that there may not be a 
complete corollary between teachers’ beliefs about their personal prayer and their goals of 
school prayer. As we have seen, some teachers whose personal prayer was more formalistic 
in nature understood that a more spiritual approach was needed for some of their students, 
while some of those with a more spiritual personal approach to prayer understood that it is 
important to have a formal framework for prayer in school. This ongoing tension between 
formalistic and spiritual orientations expresses itself also in the teachers’ challenges in the 
implementation of school prayer.

3.2 � What are the challenges that these teachers face during the prayer services 
and how do they address them?

All teachers have to deal with groups of students who are not interested in praying or show 
apathy towards it. There are a number of reasons cited by the teachers for this negative atti-
tude towards prayer.

“Some 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 the interviewees’ classes. Many of these issues mentioned in the discus-
sions 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, with some playing with their phones or catching up on homework.

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 
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I achieved? It is going to lead to more apathy and even resentment. That’s worse 
than if she did not pray at all.”

It is interesting to note that these challenges are faced in all three Ulpanot. In Ulpana 
3 where there are about 30% of students coming from non-strictly religiously observant 
homes, teachers have similar challenges to those with students coming from a higher 
percentage of religiously observant homes in Ulpanot 1 and 2. For example, one teacher 
in Ulpana 3 said the following:

“In my class I have quite a mix of students from different religiously observant 
homes. There are students from more religious homes that are disinterested in 
prayers and those from less religious homes who love to pray from the prayer 
book. It is a personal thing.”

This response was typical of other teachers in Ulpana 3 and was corroborated in the 
observations. It seems, from the interviews that the religious home background of the 
students does not play a decisive role in students attitudes and practices in school prayer.

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 difficulties with prayer with a student. One who really does 
not want to get involved. I try and create together with her an alternative. We com-
posed 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 students were not interested in praying. The whole 

atmosphere of prayer time was unpleasant even though prayer took place in practice. I 
decided to invite a guest lecturer who focused on prayer as a form of meditation. Stu-
dents 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 tradi-
tion, of fixed prayer from a prayer book which does not always speak to the student. Bal-
ancing these two approaches, formalistic 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.
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Another teacher dealt with this dilemma in a different way. She taught the topic of 
prayer for six months in class. She then divided the class into groups with each group hav-
ing the responsibility of leading the service in class based on the material they learned.

One group was responsible for class singing, another for sharing commentaries during 
the service, and one for choosing the prayers to be said each service.

In her experience transferring the responsibility for the service to the students worked 
well, allowing for creative approaches within the formalistic setting.

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 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 assem-
blies.”

3.3 � 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 stu-
dents. 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 par-
ticipant not a supervisor.

3.3.1 � In the words of one student:

“I can see that the teachers are recently trying to make an effort not to force us to 
pray. They can see it is counter-productive. The policy now is that students have to 
come to prayers but are not required to pray. You have an obligation to be there - just 
like in any class, but not more than that. I think it is so much better. And we see them 
pray too with us, not over us.”

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:

“For the first time regarding prayers, I feel I am being listened to. My teacher is try-
ing to understand where I am coming from, what questions I have both in under-
standing the text and about God and most importantly she is not forcing me to do 
anything…that for me means everything.”

Teachers themselves commented on their own attitude to prayer and how that impacts 
on the prayer service in school. For example, one said:
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“It could be that if my own prayers were more significant for me I would be able to 
have a greater influence on my students. Though I pray with the students, I don’t get 
too excited about it, so how then should the students feel about it?”

4 � Discussion and conclusions

This qualitative research investigated the experiences of twenty high school women teach-
ers in three religious high schools for girls in Israel regarding school prayer. More particu-
larly, 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 felt that it was basically formalistic and to be considered as the fulfillment of a reli-
gious Jewish requirement and part of the school day timetable in a religious school; while 
others saw it mainly as an opportunity for students to grow spiritually and come close to 
God.

Looking at the challenges faced by teachers, we saw that one of the major ones is the 
lack of desire of students to pray. The literature seems to support this finding. In par-
ticular, the debate between Steinsaltz (1996) and Simon (1996) is relevant here. Accord-
ing to Steinsaltz, the root of the issue is that schools do not do enough in developing the 
inner spiritual world of the student. For school prayer to be successful it must include the 
opportunity for the student to develop a personal connection to God. Drelich (2017), in his 
research of high school prayer in a Jewish school in New York, shares similar views in that 
he found that students wish to create their own relationships with God. They value those 
prayer groups that allow time for students to enter their own “spiritual time” and come 
close to God.

For Simon, the core issue is different. Students need to appreciate the deep messages of 
the prayers and what they mean. As the prayers are written in ancient Hebrew, this makes it 
difficult for students to understand or identify with the words and concepts being conveyed 
though the prayer. According to Simon, what is needed are lessons to teach students about 
the history, structure and significance of the prayers for students today. The findings of this 
research indicate that the Simon/Steinsaltz debate is very relevant to the challenges faced 
by high school students in relation to school prayer.

However, while the literature discusses in depth why students are not interested in 
prayer, this study highlights another issue connected to this which has not been ade-
quately discussed in the research. It is the inner tension and turmoil of teachers about 
how to deal with the issue. They are torn between the desire to make the services a more 
meaningful experience for their students by using creative teaching strategies while at 
the same time keeping to the traditionalist approach in which the monotonous daily reci-
tation of the prayer book is the centre of the service. The tension between the formalis-
tic and spiritual orientations reflected in the teachers’ own beliefs about prayer seems to 
lie at the core of the issue. The strategies teachers use to balance these tensions is also 
a major finding of this study. However this study seems to show that this is an in-built 
tension which, while being a source of teacher frustration, also allows for the possibility 
of new avenues of creativity and spiritual growth.

It also seems from the interviews that the role of teachers, either as participants or 
as supervisors in school prayer, is a critical factor in the successful implementation of 
the prayer service. A more disciplinary supervisory role for teachers does not seem to 
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have a positive attitude towards this activity. This is supported by the literature. Drelich 
(2017), points to the negative impact of teachers’ authoritarian practices that empha-
size compliance and/or coercion rather than spirituality or relationship. He notes the 
plethora of negative comments students expressed about teachers whose primary focus 
was on keeping students quite or taking attendance. The former causing cynicism and 
the latter creating resentment particularly with students who have difficulty in waking 
up in the morning.

However, there is another aspect of the student–teacher relationship which is addressed 
by Drelich. He identifies the positive influence on students’ prayers when teachers use a 
relationship-based approach, taking a personal interest in students’ lives or demonstrating 
respect for the students’ own strivings toward an authentic relationship with God.

From the interviews it seems that a more collaborative approach in which teachers lis-
ten to students’ concerns and allow them more space to decide if they want to pray or not 
would seem to be a good way to create a more positive attitude to this activity. This could 
also include discussions on faith and belief which presently, in all schools, have no forum 
for discourse. In addition, more opportunities in the school timetable to learn about the 
meaning of the prayers would also be helpful. It would also seem that greater flexibility 
about when prayers are said in the school day and for how long would be useful.

It is interesting to note that one of the issues which is discussed in the literature did not 
arise as a significant issue in the findings of this study. That is the tensions between femi-
nism and the observance of Jewish law.

We discussed how Haut (1992) describes the frustration of those orthodox Jewish 
women who wish to take an active part in communal prayers but are not allowed to do so. 
For example, they passively watch the reading of the Torah performed by men from behind 
the partition that segregates men from the women. Rappel (2001), representing a group of 
Jewish educators, claims that this reality leads to a negative attitude to prayer by female 
students praying in school.

However these attitudes were not expressed in these interviews. Teachers reported that 
they did not observe frustration by their female students at not being able to lead syna-
gogue services. On the contrary, in one school where such opportunities were offered there 
was little take up by students.

It is interesting to speculate why this was so. As one teacher expressed it, the religious 
homes to which these students belong are in a “post-feministic age” in which women’s reli-
gious issues no longer are as powerful as they once were. It could also be that in the ultra-
traditionalist milieu of the Ulpana system, which is often more stringent in religious prac-
tice than the students’ homes, the issue of feminism and Jewish law is in fact a non-issue. 
The fact that nearly all the teachers interviewed are themselves graduates of the Ulpana 
system may explain why they accept the school’s policy on religious issues including wom-
en’s involvement in prayer. This worldview Jewish law, which allows for only peripheral 
leadership roles for women in communal prayer services, always takes preference to other 
considerations.

It is hoped that this study of teachers’ experiences will be helpful not only to leaders 
of Jewish religious schools in Israel but also for all denominations interested in teachers’ 
viewpoints and how prayer services can be made a more positive and meaningful experi-
ence for their students.
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