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D E D I C A T I O N

W a l t e r  A c k e r m a n

1 9 2 5 - 2 0 0 3

Walter Ackerman was known for his ground-breaking leadership in the field of Jewish
education.  Through his teaching, writing and mentoring, he educated thousands in the
United States, Canada and Israel.

"Ackie" was a powerful and influential figure in Jewish education for over 50 years.  His death
leaves a professional and personal void for many — a void that cannot be filled.

Born in Boston, Professor Ackerman was one of a pioneering cohort of outstanding educators
and scholars trained at Boston’s Hebrew Teachers’ College in the 1940’s and 50’s.  He
simultaneously earned degrees from Harvard College and the Harvard Graduate School of
Education.  His early years were notable for his work as Dean of the Teachers Institute and
Vice President for Academic Affairs at the University of Judaism in Los Angeles.  He also
served as Director of the United Synagogue Commission on Jewish Education, Headmaster
of the Bet El Day School and Director of Camp Yavneh in New Hampshire and Camps Ramah
in California and Canada.  Very few educators have ever directed such a range of programs
and institutions.

After making aliyah in 1973, Professor Ackerman joined the faculty of Ben Gurion University of
the Negev.  There he served as Chairman of the Department of Education, Dean of the Faculty
of Humanities and Social Services, founding Director of the School of Continuing Education
and the Shane Family Professor of Education.  He was a consultant to the Jewish Education
Committees of the Jewish Agency and the Joint Distribution Committee, and a member of the
Standing Committee of the Pedagogic Secretariat of Israel’s Ministry of Education and
Culture and the Executive Committee of the Joint Authority on Zionist Jewish Education in the
Diaspora.  He was also on the faculty of the Jerusalem Fellows.  At the time of his death he
was Dean of the Center for Jewish Education of the Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies in
Jerusalem.

Professor Ackerman was the editor and author of five books, a textbook on Jewish history, and
nearly 100 articles, essays and research studies on Jewish and general education.  He was
married to Frances Myers Ackerman who also died within the past year.  Together they had
four children, Shira, David, Miriam, and Naomi, and 11 grandchildren.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

“Rituals, traditions and ceremonies…provide everyone a chance to reflect on what is important,
to connect as a community.”

“The Jewish school … must create occasions which permit it to proclaim purpose, exhibit
achievements, and validate commitments.  These occasions … provide opportunities to project
idealized versions of what the school represents and does … Graduation exercises are perhaps that
rite which best tells what a school thinks about itself and how it would like to be  perceived.”

Inspired by the work of Walter Ackerman, and at the behest of Jewish day high schools who
have been our grantees, PEJE is pleased to present this publication, Lech L’cha: Going Forth,
A Guide for High School Graduations.

Lech l’cha, go forth, are the words with which God commanded Abraham to leave Haran and
go to the land God would show him.  So too, do high school graduates leave behind the
familiar, the place of their formation, and venture forth to their own, new and unique, adult
experiences.

This publication is intended as a resource guide to the variety of choices available to Jewish
day high schools to mark this moment of accomplishment and transition, in a way which best
reflects the school’s values and purpose.

The contents of this guide are the result of original research conducted by Elana Stern,
Brandeis University Hornstein Program intern at PEJE in the 2002-2003 academic year.
Thirteen Jewish high schools were initially contacted, and eleven responded.  Schools were
chosen to reflect a range of denomination, size, age and geography.  They shared the
information encapsulated within the following pages, along with videos, programs and
invitations, some of which can be seen on the accompanying CD.

___________________________

Terrence E. Deal & Kent D. Peterson, Shaping School Culture: The Heart of Leadership (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass Publishers. 1999), 45.

Walter Ackerman, "Graduation: Motifs and Meanings," Shofar: Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies 10:1

(Fall 1991): 72.
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P L A N N I N G G R A D U A T I O N :

When: Setting the Date

Many schools set their graduation dates a year and a half in advance. Some schools have a
fixed formula for graduation; for example, it is always on the first or second Sunday in June,
depending on what day of the week the month starts.  

Schools noted that they consult the Federation calendar and other local Jewish schools in the
process of setting their date.

Some schools hold graduation on weekday evenings, some on Sundays, morning or evening.
Schools choose Sundays for logistical reasons, such as the availability of the synagogue
space, traffic patterns, not imposing on people’s work weeks.  One school notes that a
Sunday morning ceremony allows out-of-town family to participate, and offers the
opportunity for additional celebrations the night before or the afternoon and night afterwards.
One school switched graduation from Monday nights to Sunday nights to highlight its
importance.  

On the other hand, one school whose faculty all attend, holds its graduation on a weekday
evening, so as not to interfere with their faculty’s weekend.   The school schedules an early
dismissal the day of graduation so that the entire staff can attend.

When: Planning

Many schools start planning graduation at the beginning of the school year, although some
begin anywhere between December and March.  See the planning checklist developed by the
Milken Community High School in Appendix C.

Among the planning details schools mentioned are: 

Program:
• setting order
• choosing music
• choosing speakers 

(student and non-
student)

• requesting 
graduation 
speeches from 
speakers

Location:
• reservation
• logistics
• decorations
• flowers
• security
• chair rental
• reception
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Where: Location

Size and aesthetics play a role in where schools choose to hold their graduations.  Local
synagogues are often used because they can better accommodate the number of people,
although for one school it is the formal ambience of the synagogue and the poor acoustics in
the school gym that are the deciding factors.  On the other hand, some schools use the
school gym or auditorium, even if they must limit the number of guests per family, because
the school feels it is important to hold the ceremony on school grounds.

Who: Delegating Responsibility

Each school assigns responsibility for graduation differently.   Sometimes the head of school
or high school principal has primary responsibility.  In other schools, it is a faculty or staff
member, such as a graduation advisor, dean of the upper school, 12th grade dean or director of
student activities.  Support staff within the school often assist, sometimes with specific
responsibilities such as creating the program and distributing tickets, or seating assignments.
In some schools it is a collaborative effort among the staff.

One school relies heavily on parents of graduating seniors.  Committees are formed, with two
parent chairs, for caps and gowns, invitations, gift to school, reception, flowers for students,
pictures.  They meet with the high school principal four to five times over the six months prior
to graduation.  Other schools also use parent help in more limited roles.  Some schools look
to junior class parents for assistance. In one school, in fact, the post-graduation reception is
hosted by junior parents.

Printing:
• invitations
• programs
• tickets
• diplomas

Caps and
Gowns:
• collecting student 

size information
• collecting faculty 

size information
• ordering

Student
speeches:
• determining 

student speakers
• reviewing speeches 

Diplomas:
• checking with students on 

how they want their names
listed

• checking Hebrew names
• printing
• calligraphy

Prizes:
• decisions
• ordering/purchasing

Miscellaneous:
• Ushers
• Rehearsals
• Photography
• Senior class gift



In most schools, students are not involved in the graduation planning, other than choosing
speakers.

How much: Budgets and Contributions

The cost to schools for graduation ranges from a few hundred dollars to as much as $18,000.
Some schools have a separate line item or several line items in the budget related to
graduation.  See Community Hebrew Academy of Toronto’s graduation budget in
Appendix D.

Most schools charge graduating students to help defray the costs.  In 2003, amounts ranged
from $90 to $225.  The school which reported spending the least also had students paying
the most.  They noted that sometimes one family or a group of families make a donation to
help defray graduation costs for all.  Some schools collect a separate graduation fee as part of
the school registration fee or add it on to tuition.  Others charge students separately for
graduation costs.  Student fees go toward diplomas, caps and gowns, reception, hall rental,
photography, flowers, security and parking guards.

What: The Graduation Ceremony

Rehearsals

Many schools hold rehearsals, some more than one.  For instance, one school holds a first
rehearsal in the school gym to establish seating and order, a second in the synagogue the day
before and a third the morning of graduation, also in the synagogue.  Another school holds a
mandatory rehearsal the day before graduation when formal photographs are taken.

Dress

Every school reported using caps and gowns for students.  Some schools also have faculty
and/or heads of school in academic robes.

Language

Graduation ceremonies in Jewish high schools are conducted mainly in English, but each has
some component of Hebrew, whether a Hebrew valedictory speech, Hebrew music,
"HaTikvah", blessings.  One school calls its students up by their Hebrew names.

Many schools also use Hebrew in the graduation invitation and program, ranging from the
inclusion of the Hebrew date, to wording the invitation in Hebrew as well as English, from
listing the graduates by both Hebrew and English names, to quoting rabbinic sources in
Hebrew followed by an English translation.
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Judaic Content

Schools use a number of elements to reflect their Jewish character.  These include
incorporating prayers and blessings into the program; a favorite is the shehecheyanu blessing
which can be said by an individual student or by parents and students together.  Many
schools sing "HaTikvah" and some have students or choirs sing other appropriate Hebrew
songs as well.  Some schools include a d’var torah; one school has a student-led siyum, a
concluding lesson.  In schools where the graduates receive gifts from the school, these relate
directly to Jewish life.  One school gives each graduate a Shabbat kit; another gives mezuzot or
Jewish art work.

Speeches are one of the main avenues by which schools impart their values or reflect on the
Jewish nature of the school’s education.  In one school, every speech relates to the role of a
Jewish school and to the Jewish content of its education.  In another, student speakers are
asked to discuss the concept of tikkun olam and its role in school.  In yet another, student
speeches reflect their commitment to learning, Israel and tikkun olam.  One school has
developed a special phrasing to commence the presentation of diplomas, referring to
covenantal partnerships and Jewish values.

Unique Additions

Schools have developed additional ways of reflecting their values or mission.  One school, at
the suggestion of their first graduating class, draped an Israeli flag over an empty chair to
commemorate fallen Israeli soldiers.  Several schools look for ways to highlight their
graduates.  One school hangs a poster-size picture of each graduate around the room.
Another asks each student to write a reflective paragraph or two, which is included in the
graduation program.  One school creates a computer slide show with pictures of each
graduate from baby to senior class picture.

Some schools have students present a class project at graduation.  This can take the form of a
skit or a series of different presentations.  What they choose to do and say reflects who they
are.  One school has a presentation by students which they call a cantata.  It is written by
students with musical interludes and sometimes takes the form of a class history from
kindergarten through 12th grade.  It can also include tributes to teachers.

Speakers

Schools invite a variety of people to speak at graduations.  Speakers can include heads of
school, school presidents, principals, teachers, directors of Jewish studies, directors of
education, alumni, and, of course, students.  Some schools invite outside speakers, but one
school noted that they had ceased this practice because the guests generally were not familiar
enough with the school to make appropriate remarks.

Every school reported including student speakers, sometimes referred to as valedictorians
and salutatorians, but not always.  Students are chosen either by academic standing, or by
another selection process.  In some schools the students elect the speaker, subject to school
approval, but one school remarked that they found this turned into a popularity contest.
Instead, they invite interested students to submit speeches, the school approves them, and
then the students choose the speeches they like best.  One school, which has three student
speakers based on GPA, said that for valedictorian they are considering substituting highest
GPA for the student who best exemplifies the school’s values and community service, or
having that student as a fourth speaker. 5



Music

Many schools have their choirs sing at graduation. One school hires a classical music
ensemble, one has live piano music, another hires musicians to supplement their own
chamber orchestra. While "Pomp and Circumstance" by Edward Elgar is a widely used piece
for the processional, many schools choose upbeat modern Israeli music for the recessional.

Role of the Faculty

Many schools recognize their faculty by including them in the processional and seating them
in front or directly behind the students.  In some schools the faculty wear academic robes for
graduation.

Faculty sometimes assist with graduation preparation, such as rehearsal, cap and gown
distribution, and getting students ready on the day.  One school also asks faculty members
to chair committees planning the senior class trip, class gift and graduation.

Awarding of Diplomas

Typically, the honor of conferring diplomas is given to heads of school and principals,
sometimes deans.  In one very large school, rotating faculty read the names and rotating
department heads hand out the diplomas.  In another school, the students choose a staff
member to hand out the diplomas; although it is often a teacher, one class chose the school
janitor, with whom they had a close relationship.

One school noted that during the ceremony they hand out only the diploma covers.
Students receive the actual diploma when they return their cap and gown.

Points of Pride

Two themes stand out when schools describe their graduations.  One is highlighting the
students, whether that means having their voices dominant, giving them each time alone in
the spotlight (e.g. entering one at a time, or receiving their diplomas one at a time), or
keeping non-student speeches to a minimum.

Graduations also cultivate a sense of warmth, community and continuity.  Several schools
invite alumni to speak.  A number of schools acknowledge the parents of graduates during
the ceremony, alumni who are present, and the faculty.  One school acknowledges by name
each family graduating its youngest child, as well as all alumni who have children graduating.

6
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M A R K I N G T H I S
S P E C I A L T I M E

Gifts
In many schools the senior class presents a gift to the school at graduation.  Students often
make the decision about what to give and funding usually comes from students or parents.
In one school money for the gift is part of the graduation fee paid by parents but the students
decide what to give.  In another, a staff member works with students to help them raise their
own money.  In another school, students use funds they have raised over their four years.  

The kinds of gifts students give the school include Torah scrolls, a megillah, a podium,
outdoor furniture, video equipment, artwork, an ark for the Torah, a menorah.  One school
has had some classes choose to contribute scholarship and endowment funds; another has
decided to encourage each senior class to give money designated for scholarships.

In one school senior parents host a teacher appreciation luncheon prior to graduation. Some
schools also receive special or private donations.

Other Senior Events
Several schools hold awards ceremonies separate from graduation.  At least one has a
speaker chosen by students.  One school holds a siyum ceremony the Friday before
graduation.  This includes communal prayer (including students, faculty and parents), some
readings, and an awards ceremony.

One school reported that it eliminated its awards ceremony at the request of students.   Too
many students either felt embarrassed at receiving an award or upset at not receiving one.
The school now notifies students by mail of any awards received, and a list is published in the
school newspaper.

Other activities around graduation include a pre-ceremony dinner at one school, where
families bring as many guests as they want and pay for it separately.  Usually several hundred
people attend.  Another school has an informal dinner and senior roast attended by students
and teachers on the night after graduation. 

Several schools hold proms.  In one school, the prom is planned by seniors and attended by
juniors and seniors, with juniors paying a larger amount.  It is held in a hotel or similar venue
and lasts from 8pm to midnight.  Teachers love to chaperone.  Security is very important and
the school has a policy of calling the parents of any student who hasn’t arrived by 8:30 pm.
Another school holds a prom for its 9-12th grades, in honor of the seniors.  Costs are held to
$25 per person or $36 per couple and there is financial assistance available.  Students are
encouraged to attend with or without a date. 
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Senior classes do some fundraising for senior year events.  In one school, each senior class
raises money for the prom through activities such as car washes and cooking and selling
pancakes for breakfast.  Recently they held a concert of student bands and called it
Promapolooza.

Other special senior events include graduation night at Disney World for a school in Florida;
lasting from 11 pm to 5 am, it is semi-formal and limited to seniors and their chaperones.
One school has taken its seniors kayaking, and another to a kosher resort hotel overnight.   

Senior Year Transitions
Many schools have non-academic programs for their seniors towards the end of the school
year.   Some send a number of their students to Israel.  Others have internship programs in
which students pursue their interests in either a community service or business-oriented
arena.  One school encourages its seniors to go on March of the Living.  

A few schools conduct some form of exit interview with their graduating class.   In one small
school, the principal meets with each student informally to discuss their goals and
accomplishments.  The conversation can also touch upon academics in college or familial
relationships.  The principal takes this opportunity to encourage students to keep in touch
and visit often.  In another school, a dean conducts informal exit interviews in small groups.
This school also holds an optional Separation Workshop for seniors and parents in which
they do group exercises concerning their feelings at this transition, and then come back
together and share the comments anonymously.  It is very well received by those who choose
to attend. Another school has a series of discussions with students about certain programs
and is thinking about transforming this into formal exit interviews.

One school has a two-day retreat for seniors at which they talk about leaving high school.
One of the activities allows each student to speak to the class and say goodbye.  Another
activity gets students to think about and then discuss what kinds of values and ideals they
would pack to take with them.  The retreat also has a lot of "hanging-out together" time.
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A L U M N I
R E L A T I O N S

Alumni offices are often incorporated into the development office of schools.  A few schools
have a dedicated person, either within the development office or stand alone.  Many
acknowledge that fundraising is the main goal of alumni relations, but schools also report
that they use their alumni office to keep in touch, keep graduates involved and informed,
educate and recruit teachers.  One school invites recent graduates to a college panel for
seniors to talk about the college experience, and the parents of recent graduates to an
informal event for senior parents to talk about separation and the transition to college.

Schools have different strategies for introducing seniors to the alumni office.  These can
range from a breakfast at graduation rehearsal where seniors write down which college they
are attending and their present email addresses to simply changing their status in the
school’s database and making sure they receive school mailings and have access to the
school website.  Some schools ask seniors to fill out a form for the alumni office sometime
during the school year.

Alumni/varsity basketball games are highly popular alumni activities.  They often take place
around Thanksgiving or winter break.  Other alumni gatherings include reunion-type events
for 5th, 10th year classes etc.  One school is hoping to create a home-coming type of event,
possibly around the time of a significant anniversary for the school.  Another school hosts a
Thanksgiving reunion for college-age alumni that is very well attended.  Other schools host
random events in a geographically concentrated area, particularly New York City.  Some
schools invite alumni to graduation and specifically acknowledge them during the program.

Contact with alumni can take a variety of different forms.  Sending newsletters or other school
publicity materials to alumni is common.  One school includes class notes twice a year in the
school magazine.  Other schools have an alumni link on their website or produce an annual
alumni directory.  Some schools send gifts to their college freshmen.  This can be a mug filled
with candy for Rosh Hashanah or a Chanukah package.  One school sends all its college
students a Chanukah package; when Chanukah coincides with college exam periods, its
package includes stress relievers.

An updated and comprehensive database is vital (keeping up with moving alumni is a huge
job), and captains for each class, along with good, committed chair people can be important
tools for good alumni relations.  Email connections are important, especially with more
recent graduates.  One school is contemplating an alumni email newsletter.  Schools also
note that they make an effort to keep in touch with alumni parents as well.
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W O R D S O F
W I S D O M

"Graduation is not difficult; it is just lots of details.  Start early.  The more elements 
of the school included, the warmer it will be."

"Make it special and classy so that all students in the school want to attend.  
It creates a great sense of community."

"Student and parent ownership is critical.  Their input makes graduation more 
meaningful, even if it is more work for school staff."
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Appendix A
Shaping School Culture: The Heart of Leadership, by Terrence E. Deal and Kent
D. Peterson, ”Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, 1999, pages 31-45.  Reprinted by permission of
John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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Appendix B
“Graduation: Motifs and Meanings” by Walter Ackerman reprinted from
Shofar: Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies, volume 10, number 1 (Fall 1991) by
permission of the University of Nebraska Press. ” 1991.
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Appendix C
Graduation Planning Calendar from Milken Community High School, 
Los Angeles, CA
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Appendix D
Graduation Budget from Community Hebrew Academy of Toronto, Toronto, ONT




