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Prayer Services in Religious High Schools for Boys in Israel-
Teachers’ Perspectives: Are They Listening to Students?

Eli Kohn

Bar-Ilan University, Ramat Gan, Israel

ABSTRACT
This qualitative research aims to explore the experiences of teachers in
the implementation of prayer services in religious high schools for boys
in Israel. It is a continued research project following on from a study
which focused on the experiences of students in the implementation of
prayer services. Using Lamm’s model of educational ideologies the
paper explores differences of educational perspectives between stu-
dents, and teachers. It provides important data about teachers’ views
on prayer and spiritual development as compared to their students
which can be of value to other religious denominations as well.
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Introduction

This qualitative research explores the experiences of teachers in the implementation of
prayer services in religious high schools for boys in Israel. Eighteen teachers from four
different schools were interviewed during 2019–2020.
It is a continued research project following on from a previous study which explored

the experiences of students in the implementation of prayer services in religious high
schools in Israel (Kohn 2018). Twenty boys aged 16–18 years old from four different
schools were interviewed as part of that qualitative research study which was conducted
during 2017–2018. In this study, teachers from the same schools and classes in which
the students studied were interviewed. A comparison between teachers and students
responses is made, particularly regarding their respective challenges in school prayer.
These challenges include 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. This study explores teachers’ perspectives on this issue and examines their
views on the goals and purposes of prayer in a religious high school for boys. It then
discusses the difficulties they experience in the course of school prayer and how they
address them. The research compares the data received from the teacher interviews and
those that were obtained from the previous study with students. It then explores their
different perspectives and the possible educational ramifications for cultivating more
meaningful dialogue between teachers and students.
Knowledge of teachers’ experiences of school prayer in these schools is largely anec-

dotal with little research-based quantitative or qualitative data available. There is little
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information about what teachers think and experience during these school prayers. This
research explores this issue more systematically, providing empirical evidence using the
tools of qualitative research. Firstly, the context in which these schools operate
is discussed.

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 toward belief in God is a cornerstone of
Chemed’s ethos (Chemed 2016). The provision of prayer services in schools is seen as part
of this commitment to Jewish law as daily prayer is considered a religious duty. About 25%
of all students in schools in Israel belong to the Chemed system (Chemed 2016).
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 Chemed system.
Most Chemed schools are coeducational offering a fairly demanding dual curriculum

comprised of both religious and general studies. A significant number of these schools,
however, are single-sex, providing a more intense religious educational program.
Parents who are inclined to a more religious lifestyle tend to send their children to sin-
gle-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

40minutes) and in the afternoon (for about 15minutes). Some also have an evening ser-
vice (for about 15minutes) depending what time the school day finishes.
This research focuses on a particular population within Chemed – religious high

schools for boys (Yeshivot). This is for a number of reasons. Firstly, while the religious
orientation of Chemed in general can be very widely defined, this single-sex 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 there is a higher
level of student observance of ritual practices in these type of schools as compared to
other schools in the Chemed system.
Chemed has not defined specific objectives for school prayer at the high school level.

While topics such as Bible and Jewish Law have defined goals within the curriculum,
no such aims have been articulated for school prayer. The curriculum timetable of each
of the four schools was examined and not one had allocated a time for prayer educa-
tion. In practice, prayer education is included as a small element within the prayer serv-
ices. This can take the form of an inspirational story or a point of Jewish law. This
leads to confusion with teachers thinking that students already have “learned” the pray-
ers and their meaning—and therefore they focus time almost exclusively on prayer reci-
tation during prayer services—while in fact students are not always knowledgeable of
prayer content and meaning. This dissonance between teacher and student perspectives
may lie at the core of the challenges faced in these schools regarding prayer services.
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In summary, this study focuses principally on prayer services rather than on prayer
education. The latter is patchy at best and takes place, if at all, only during these serv-
ices. While each school holds daily prayer services, there is no Chemed directive about
how these prayer services should be conducted and what particular prayers should be
recited. That is an individual decision taken by each school.

Review of literature: teacher ideologies and prayer

No aspect of the Jewish school curriculum could serve as a better reflection of its core val-
ues than how the school addresses the teaching of and practice of prayer (Wachs 2006, 8).
Prayer contains cultural, social, personal, and spiritual components. Studying the educa-
tional 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
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 and Shkedi 2009). School prayer gives a unique opportunity to
study ideological aspects of teachers’ practices in Jewish education.
In attempting to map teachers belief systems and ideologies Billig et al. (1988) differ-

entiates between intellectual ideology and lived ideology. Intellectual ideology is defined
as “a system of political, religious, or philosophical thinking and as such, is very much
the product of intellectuals and professional thinkers” (27). The intellectual ideology is
informed by the subject areas of philosophy, religion, or political thought. It is identi-
fied as internally unified, systematically conceived, and teachers can usually present
these ideologies in coherent and articulate ways. On the other hand, teachers experience
“lived ideologies,” which are inconsistent and influenced by a host of different factors.
Lived ideology refers to “a society’s way of life that passes for common sense within a
society” (Billig et al. 1988, 27). By its very nature, a lived ideology typically includes
competing and sometimes clashing ideas and values. In comparison to intellectual ideol-
ogy, lived ideology is inconsistent and can be vague in its formulation. Billig et al.
(1988) contend that the need to differentiate between these two forms of ideology is to
show how “the ideas of intellectual ideology can travel beyond the mythical ivy-covered
walls of theory in order to enter into the hustle and bustle of ordinary life” (29).

Multiple and competing teacher ideologies

Teachers hold different types of ideologies that drive, shape, and impact their educa-
tional practice. These ideologies refer to teachers’ personal orientations, their under-
standing of their roles and responsibilities, the subject matter, learners and learning,
and the social context in which they teach (Pajares 1992). 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.
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Deitcher (2016) identifies three key teacher ideologies that inform their practice: (a) cul-
tural ideology, (b) pedagogical ideology, and (c) milieu ideology.
When leading prayer services, teachers need to carefully navigate a path between

these three ideologies. They adopt a series of mechanisms that reflect the fusion between
their intellectual ideas and the educational reality at hand. Each of these three ideologies
plays a key role and they produce a “lived ideology,” which frequently includes inconsis-
tencies 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 con-
structive ways. The teacher’s cultural ideology includes the educator’s personal under-
standing and emotional connection to the text (Shkedi and Nisan 2006). The
pedagogical ideology refers to the nature of learning, assumptions, and beliefs about the
learners and the ways that they internalize knowledge. In addition, this ideology reflects
teachers’ epistemological beliefs and how these shape their pedagogical decisions, as well
as their educational role and their evolving identity. Finally, the milieu ideology focuses
on the context in which the educational experiences take place. In the Israeli religious
educational system the milieu ideology is reflected in the obligatory state curriculum set
by Chemed and the expectations of the school administration which teachers are
required to follow. The ever-present tension between these competing ideologies con-
fronts teachers on a regular basis, and they wrestle with the issues at hand on mul-
tiple levels.
Ideologies in general and educational ideologies include perceptions of vision and prac-

tical strategies and differ from each other in the ways they relate to culture, society, and the
individual (Althusser 2006). Lamm (2002) describes three prototypes of “meta-ideologies”:
acculturation, socialization, and individualization. The acculturation meta-ideology focuses
on internalizing the essentials of the particular culture. The socialization meta-ideology rep-
resents the educational process as social training. According to this ideology, education is
largely about rehearsing toward functioning in the particular society for the sake of its sus-
tainability and continuity. As opposed to the acculturation and socialization meta-ideologies,
the individualization ideology puts the development of an autonomous individual at the
center of the educational process.
How could these three meta-ideologies be expressed in prayer services in particular and

in prayer education in general? The acculturation ideology, with its emphasis on imparting
the essential elements of the culture, may lead teachers to focus on prayer literacy, under-
standing the structure of the service, its history and the meaning of its content so students
can learn what prayer is about within their particular culture. The socialization ideology
may lead teachers to emphasize the learning of prayer as a social training. Students need to
be able to say the prayers correctly and practice its rules so that they can act appropriately
as educated and knowledgeable Jews in public settings such as in a school prayer service
and in the synagogue. An individualization ideology may perceive prayer education as
focusing on the spiritual dimension for the student of the act of prayer rather than just its
more external manifestations. Here, the focus of prayer education is not about understand-
ing the meaning of the words of the prayer or how to act correctly in a public service but
what is the personal meaning of the prayer to each individual student. What does this
prayer mean to me?
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Prayer within a Jewish school

What do we know about prayer services in Jewish schools?

In the primary school, singing is often central to prayer services in these grade levels,
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 cog-
nitive or emotional connection to the meaning behind the words (Wachs 2009).
Referring back to the three-meta ideologies, this stage of cognitive and spiritual develop-
ment seems most aligned to the acculturation ideology and its emphasis on students
acquiring key cultural components of their religion including the understanding of the
words they say.
In the middle school (11- to 14-year old students) services are often a challenging

educational environment, where the students are no longer as compliant and coopera-
tive as they were in their elementary grades, and where they are asked to engage in an
activity lacking meaning for them. This often leads to rebellion against the norms of
prayer (Golombek 2011). Rarely are there middle schools that use prayer time for
meaning-making activities and few middle schools dedicate classroom time to prayer
education (Goldberg 2014).
In the high school, the more Orthodox the school the more likely it 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. Rose’s comments reflect the social meta-ideology. Students
need to learn how to behave in a prayer service in a social setting like in school or
the synagogue.
Some schools provide creative prayer opportunities, allowing the students the choice

to participate in non-conventional services (Wachs 2012; Goldmintz 2009). Others will
implement a curriculum in the classroom to supplement and enrich the prayer services
in the school, but the majority will not invest precious instructional hours on prayer
(Goldmintz 2017; Siegel 2016).
Different meta-ideologies maybe appropriate at various developmental stages. Teaching

approaches in prayer education that foster the goals of acculturation and social integration
may be more suited for younger students who are acquiring the foundations of prayer lit-
eracy while an individualization approach maybe more appropriate for older students
searching for meaning and spirituality within the payer service experience.
In Israel, scholars have focused on the challenges faced by educators, particularly in

high schools, in the implementation of prayer services in schools. They note that many
students do not willingly take part in these services (Rappel 2001). 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 do a good
job in teaching prayer literacy but do not do enough in developing the spiritual world
of students. Simon (1996) 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 messages behind them. The fact that many of the prayers are written in
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ancient Hebrew makes it difficult for students to understand or identify with the mes-
sages of the prayer. Students should learn more about the significance and meaning of
the prayer.
It seems that Simon is concerned principally with prayer acculturation. Students

should comprehend the meaning and structure of the prayer as part of understanding
their Jewish culture. Steinsaltz, on the other hand, focuses on prayer individualization.
Prayer education should focus on nurturing the student’s inner spiritual world and per-
sonal reflection of his relationship with God.
While work has been done on researching student views about prayer in school (Kohn

2018), 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 study, drawing from the principles and methodology presented by Muszkat-Barkan
(2015), premises that studying the educational goals, methods, and challenges of the practice
of prayer in schools can enrich the understanding of the role of teachers’ ideologies in
Jewish education, in general, and particularly that of the practice of prayer.

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). Eighteen teachers were interviewed using semi-structured questions uti-
lizing the model suggested by Patton (2015). These teachers were chosen from four
Chemed religious high schools for boys with similar religious ethos and student popula-
tion. As this is a continued research project, the schools chosen were the same as the
students interviewed in Kohn’s (2018) study.
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 2016). The second method utilized
was a snowball, chain, or network sampling, a strategy involving locating a few key par-
ticipants 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 find-
ings (Merriam 2016).
Once eighteen teachers had been interviewed from the various schools, the emerging

findings felt saturated (Merriam 2016) in that the same phenomenon began to repeat
itself and little new information surfaced.
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.
Eighteen 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 on the side or
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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 stu-

dents 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.

School and teacher population

Four teachers were interviewed in each of three of the schools and five teachers in the fourth
and largest school. In addition, the school principal of the largest school was also interviewed.
The principal in this school leads prayer services and prayer education is very important in his
educational philosophy. The teachers interviewed were all form teachers. In Yeshivot the form
teacher is responsible for the progress and wellbeing of his class. He also teaches many of the
class lessons, particularly Jewish Studies. All form teachers in Yeshivot are men.
The teachers in this study are all graduates of the Yeshiva system. They are all per-

sonally observant and identify with the religious ethos of the Yeshiva. They each pray
personally at least once a day. They range from between thirty to fifty years of age.
Yeshivot are led by a male school principal. The school principal’s role in a Yeshiva 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 stu-
dents. He generally teaches some religious lessons, speaks at assemblies and school func-
tions, and guides teachers in sustaining and developing the school’s ethos. He usually
does not have a disciplinary or organizational role which is assumed by his deputy.
In all four schools about 90% of the student population come from religious 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. In practice, however, each
school gives the teacher flexibility about how the service is run in his class. This is one example
of the tension between milieu or institutional ideologies and educational ideologies that are
faced by teachers in leading these services. Some services are held in the classroom while others
pray in one central area where up to 100 students pray together.
The study aimed at exploring the following three research questions:

1. What, in their view, are the goals of prayer in a religious high school for boys?
2. What are the challenges they experience in the course of school prayer and how

do they address them?
3. What is their reaction to students’ responses to these challenges?

Findings

What are the goals of school prayer according to these teachers?

There were various responses to this question. Some emphasized prayer literacy, aligned
with the acculturation model, as their principal goal for school prayer. In the words
of one:
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We want our students to know how to pray and understand what they are praying. That is
what Jewish law requires.

Another emphasized the importance of socialization as a goal in school prayer. In
his words:

We want our students to be prayer literate so that they can pray in synagogue. They need
to know how to lead a service and behave correctly in the synagogue service.

Other teachers took a more pragmatic approach to this question. In the words
of one:

Jewish prayer is something we do as part of the timetable of a religious school. That is part
of the daily routine. Every morning the boys arrive in school at 7:30am… prayer begins
the school day.

However, some teachers took a different approach entirely, much more aligned with
the individualization ideology. For example, one said:

Prayer in school is not principally about students learning how to pray, understanding
what the prayers mean, and how to behave in synagogue. It is about personal spiritual
connection (Chibur in Hebrew). We want each of our students to feel the presence of God
and have a personal connection with him. He should learn to love to pray and develop
positive attitudes towards it.

They acknowledge that this is a very difficult goal to achieve within the school envir-
onment. These teachers also emphasized the need for each student to love to pray and
develop positive, spiritual feelings toward it.
In summary, different points of view were expressed about the goals of school prayer.

For some, the framework of the school day in a religious school which begins with
prayer was the most important goal. Whether the students enjoyed prayers or not was
not the most important factor. Others focused on prayer literacy as their most import-
ant goal and some took a more student-centered approach, focusing on the good feel-
ings that the prayer service should cultivate and the development of the inner spiritual
world of the student.

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

All teachers have to deal with groups of students who are not interested in praying or
who show apathy toward it. In the words of one:

I would divide the students into three groups. There are those who come to the prayer
services in the morning wanting to pray. That is about a third of the students. There is
about another third up to forty per cent who are pretty apathetic about the service and
many in this group are tired first thing in the morning; they are half asleep. That is the
most significant group. Around twenty percent come late or talk during the service.

Observations strengthened the validity of this data. 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 sit quietly clearly not engaged with the service with some playing with their
phones, talking, or catching up on homework.
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How do teachers respond to these challenges, especially dealing with apathetic stu-
dents and talking?
Some teachers are unsure about how to deal with those disinterested in the services

and shared their dilemmas. In the words of one:

On the one hand I do not want to force students to pray, but it is after all a religious
school and that is what is expected and what Jewish law requires. If I force him to pray
what have I achieved? It is going to lead to more apathy and even resentment. That’s
worse than if he did not pray at all.

This response is another example of the tensions teachers face in reconciling compet-
ing ideologies. On the one hand the institutional or milieu ideology requires students to
pray while their pedagogic ideology leads them first and foremost to provide effective
strategies to meet student needs. The resulting reconciliation of this tension is the “lived
ideologies,” which are often inconsistent and influenced by a host of different factors.
Teachers try a variety of approaches to deal with this tension. For one, it is important

that the student sits with a prayer book even if he is not going to pray with it. The stu-
dent has to be at the service but he is not forced to pray. Hopefully, this non-coercive
approach will encourage participation over time. Another teacher emphasizes the spiritual
ideas that arise from the prayers and how they can be made more meaningful. This, he
says, has some impact but he admits that it is not effective for most students. Some teach-
ers feel that school is not the best environment for students to be inspired to pray. A
school excursion to a meaningful location can be far more effective. In the words of one:

I remember the time we prayed together at the Kotel (Wailing Wall in Jerusalem) during a
school trip. It was amazing. Some students shared their feelings that said they felt close to
God, perhaps for the first time in their lives. I wish we could do these trips more often.

How does the role of the teacher in the prayer session influence the behavior of stu-
dents in the service? This is a question which arose during prayer observations and with
conversations with teachers. Does the teacher supervise the prayers or participate in them
as a fellow prayer? It seems that if it is the former he often becomes a disciplinarian fig-
ure rather than a religious role model and that can adversely affect the service.
In the words of one teacher:

I supervise prayers rather than pray with the students. I ensure the service is orderly. I do
give out punishments to students who talk or do not come to the prayers on time. I often
say “tomorrow come 15minutes earlier.” If that does not help I may say the next day,
come 30minutes earlier. I cannot say I am happy about it. It does not encourage students
to pray better.

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.
Teachers commented on how their personal ideologies impacts on peda-

gogic ideologies.
For example, one said:

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?
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What is their reaction to students’ responses to these challenges?

In the previous study on students’ experiences of school prayer (Kohn 2018), students
were asked about specific challenges that they had with it. Many found it difficult to
understand all the words of the Hebrew prayers. The words written some two thousand
years ago are in classical Hebrew and are very distant from an adolescent living in the
21st century. In the words of one:

I don’t even understand what I am saying sometimes, so how can the prayers be
meaningful to me? I wish I could change the words in some of the prayers.

Another student expressed similar thoughts:

I feel sometimes I am kidding myself… I come to service because I have to, mumble
words that I don’t relate to nor may comprehend…what is the point?

For many students the issues were that of a lack in prayer literacy. They wanted to
know and understand what they were saying and appreciate the deeper meaning of
the prayers.
Teachers were presented with these student responses and asked for their comment.

There were two types of teacher responses.
Some argued with the students, comments, saying that although students said this

they had not really gotten to the core issue. They had learned the prayers when they
were younger and that was sufficient. The central issue for the teachers is lack of stu-
dent individual spiritual connection (Chibur) and not one of prayer literacy.
Students seemed to support more of an acculturation ideological approach which

would give them better access to understand their prayers while these teachers focused
on the importance of a more spiritual individualization approach. From the students’
perspective, more of an acculturation approach would enable them to have greater
access to the prayers thereby making the prayer service a more meaningful and spiritual
experience for them.
Other teachers agreed that while students may have learned about the services at a

younger age they needed to study the prayers on a higher intellectual level to under-
stand more difficult passages in classical Hebrew and to appreciate their beauty. In the
words of one:

I have not thought about it before but I think the students are right. We have a problem
with this because we ourselves did not learn about the meaning of those prayers written in
old Hebrew. If we don’t know this ourselves how can we teach this to our students?

In all the interviews only one teacher said that this was an issue they had discussed
with their students. Students’ views and voices in nearly all cases had not been heard.

Discussion and conclusions

This study investigated the experiences of eighteen male high school teachers in four
religious high schools for boys 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.
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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; some
who emphasized prayer literacy; 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. Teachers think that students
already have “learned” the prayers and therefore focus time almost exclusively on prayer
recitation while in fact students are not always knowledgeable of prayer content and
meaning. The need to define specific knowledge, skills, and approaches for prayer in the
Chemed system at the high school level is one important finding of this study.
This study has also shown how teachers hold different types of ideologies that drive,

shape, and impact their educational practice. Inherent in these ideologies are considera-
tions about the purposes of schooling, the teacher’s responsibility and role in pursuing
these goals, and understanding what students are capable of achieving. In attempting to
map different types of teacher beliefs that impact their teaching we identified three key
teacher ideologies that inform their practice: (a) cultural ideology, (b) pedagogical ideol-
ogy, and (c) milieu ideology (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 three ideologies. They adopt a series of mechanisms that reflect the fusion between
their intellectual ideas and the educational reality at hand. Each of these three ideologies
plays a key role and they produce a “lived ideology” that frequently includes inconsis-
tencies, 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 chal-
lenges in conscious and constructive ways (Levi-Katz 2018).
One of the major challenges teachers face is the lack of desire of students to pray. The

debate between Steinsaltz (1996) and Simon (1996) is relevant. According to Steinsaltz,
schools do not do enough in developing the inner spiritual world of the student. For
Simon the issue is different. As the prayers are written in ancient Hebrew, this makes it
difficult for students to understand or identify with the words and concepts being con-
veyed though the prayer. The findings of this research indicate that the Simon/Steinsaltz
debate is very relevant to the challenges faced by high school students in school prayer.
Students and teachers seem to be taking different sides in the Steinsaltz/Simon

debate. Students, in asking for greater emphasis on prayer literacy, seem to be within
Simon’s camp adopting the acculturation ideology model, while many teachers in
emphasizing a spiritual approach in developing the students follow Steinsaltz’s view and
the individualization ideology approach. This is possibly somewhat surprising as one
may have expected teachers to have a great emphasis on prayer literacy and students in
spiritual meaning.
Similar findings emerged in a study on teachers’ views regarding prayer services con-

ducted 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
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therefore they prefer that prayers will include not only the traditional liturgy but will also
provide students opportunities for self-expression (280).

It seems that in both a traditional and more orthodox setting the teachers are most
concerned about how prayer can be made a more meaningful and spiritual experience
for their students.
It also seems 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 encourage a positive
attitude toward this activity. Drelich (2017) points to the negative impact of teachers’
authoritarian practices that emphasize compliance and/or coercion rather than spiritual-
ity or relationship. A more collaborative approach in which teachers listen to students
concerns would be productive.
The importance of student voice is highlighted in this study. Research documents

the value of student voice initiatives for improving classroom practice (including
Mitra and Serriere 2012; Robinson 2014). Teachers partner with students to discuss
teaching and learning, and invite them to provide feedback on instructional styles,
curriculum content, assessment opportunities, and other issues in the classroom
(Rudduck 2007). Students can improve academically when teachers construct their
classrooms in ways that value student voice, especially when students are given the
power to work with their teachers to improve curriculum and instruction (Rudduck
and Flutter 2000). An increase in a teacher’s focus on student experiences and learn-
ing styles also can increase student interest in schoolwork and learning (Daniels,
Deborah, and McCombs 2001).
In conclusion, 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 inter-
ested in teachers’ viewpoints and how prayer services can be made a more positive and
meaningful experience for their students. In addition, greater appreciation of the contri-
bution of student voice in educational discourse can lead to fruitful outcomes and
enhanced relationships between students and teachers.
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