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Project Description


This project posits that the answer to how to increase attendance at an adult Jewish education program lies in the opinions of the target audience.  The author takes one such program as a case study, and describes in detail one data collection method, focus groups, which he used to conduct research and gain insight into the needs of a particular program's constituency.  The paper presents the results of the research and provides guidelines for running focus groups.

Abstract

In late 1999, I was appointed Director of Beit Danny, the educational wing of Kehillat Moriah, an Orthodox synagogue in Jerusalem, and was charged with maintaining and improving the adult Jewish education program it provides for the community.  My personal ATID project provided me an excellent framework within which to take a slightly more academic approach to this new responsibility.

Unlike creating a curriculum for a school, where students are a relatively captive audience, creating an educational program for adults, who are free to choose to attend or not to attend its extra-"curricular" activities, has an additional challenge beyond the educational design: ensuring attendance.  Even the best-designed adult education program will not be a success unless people show up.  

In order to understand how to build the educational portion of the program to meet the community's needs and how to get more people to come, I decided to approach community members to find out their preferences.  Before doing this research, however, I looked to set up a committee of volunteers to help me implement the concurrent programming.  This would provide me with assistance in arranging technical details such as publicity, and more importantly, it would co-opt them into the program and give them a sense of ownership in it.

Recognizing this second purpose of mobilizing volunteers triggered a further thought about their participation.  Though they would not be directly studying Torah by performing the aforementioned tasks, would these volunteers be participating any less in the harbatzat Torah process?  They certainly were going to make a contribution – in this case taking an active role in running a community Beit Midrash – which, similar to what Zevulun did for Yissachar, would enable many others to learn Torah.  This, in and of itself, is a noble goal as well.  If Beit Danny can marshal people into taking part in organizing a Torah-study program, even on a technical-organizational level, it has involved them in Torah learning in a very important way.

My attempt to recruit volunteers was not as successful as I would have liked.  In retrospect it occurred to me that the difficulty I experienced in obtaining volunteers paralleled the overall challenge in adult Jewish education of ensuring attendance.  Getting volunteers, just like drawing attendees, is a problem at many adult education institutions, because people have to give of their precious free time to do it.  At the same time, however, this parallel strengthens the argument that participation in organizing a Torah-study program may be nearly as valuable as doing the actual learning.  A commitment to contribute, in whatever form, should be regarded as a sacrifice made in the pursuit of furthering limmud Torah.

This experience with volunteers led me to re-characterize Beit Danny's goals in general.  Originally, I had thought the focus should be increasing Torah study.  Now, I defined it to include increasing Torah participation as well.  Beit Danny wants to reach and involve not just attendees and volunteers, but sponsors, program designers, and speakers as well.  All these people participate in the process, and contribute in a valuable and meaningful way.  On a secondary level, I also hoped that those participating in ways other than attendance, just by being involved, would be motivated to increase their attendance as well – and, consequently, their direct Torah study. 

This modified approach to Beit Danny's goal also suggested that its events should not be limited simply to shiurim and mini-series on halacha and the like, but rather ought to cover a broader range of events, presenters and topics. If they can draw people that otherwise would not have attended, such events, though not consisting exclusively of Torah study in the classic sense, would serve an important purpose for Beit Danny and the community as a whole.

Much of the rest of the paper is devoted to the feedback I got from the community, and the principal method I used to obtain it, called a focus group.  Focus groups involve bringing together a small number of people, discussing issues with them, in order to learn their opinions about various issues.  I chose this method of data collection instead of some of the standard methods, like questionnaires, in part because focus groups have a social element to them.  Enabling participants to hear other people express their opinions provides them an opportunity to react to ideas they might not have considered, and may trigger their own imaginations, leading to subsequent suggestions and further reactions by their counterparts.

 
Recognizing the importance of the social aspect to the process of understanding community opinion led me to think about its place in the substantive discussion as well.  Consequently, the significance of the social aspect in Beit Danny events played a central role in the focus groups I ran, especially in the search for creative ways to overcome the most common reasons for non-attendance, such as scheduling conflicts.  If a Beit Danny event is seen as a "place to be", for example, people will make sure their calendars are free for it.


In addition to addressing the attendance problem, the focus groups also concentrated on the factors involved in building the educational element of the program, such as the topic, type of event, speaker and length of event.  The participants had some creative thoughts in these areas as well, and some of the best ideas are discussed in the paper.

Since the last of the focus groups, I have had a chance to digest some of the information they provided, and on further reflection, I noticed that, under the new definition of Beit Danny's goals, the focus groups themselves were, in fact, Beit Danny events.  Participants got involved in Beit Danny by volunteering to attend an interactive event devoted to increasing Torah participation in the community.  The overall success of the focus groups – chosen in particular because of their social aspect – indicates that they might be used as models for designing future events.


Armed with the community feedback from the focus groups, and with the focus groups themselves as a prototype for Beit Danny events, my next challenge is to experiment with these ideas to see if implementing them will actually draw a larger crowd.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In late 1999, I was appointed Director of Beit Danny,
 founded in 1995 as the educational wing of Kehillat Moriah, an Orthodox synagogue in Jerusalem, and was charged with maintaining and improving the adult Jewish education program it provides for the community.  My personal ATID project provided me an excellent framework within which to take a slightly more academic approach to this new responsibility.

II. ADULT JEWISH EDUCATION

Unlike creating a curriculum for a school, where students are a relatively captive audience, creating an educational program for adults, who are free to choose to attend or not to attend its extra-"curricular" activities, has an additional challenge beyond the educational design: ensuring attendance.
  Even the best-designed adult education program will not be a success unless people show up.

Most adult Jewish education programs must be held at night
 because a large segment of its target audience works during the day.  But drawing people in the evening is not a simple task.  Some of the most common reasons why adults do not attend programs at night are presented in the table below:

REASONS FOR NON-ATTENDANCE



Column A
Column B
Column C

1. Uninteresting topic

2. Uninspiring speaker

3. Unattractive format


1. Location inconvenient

2. Environment uncomfortable (e.g. no heat or a/c)

3. Admission fee prohibitive

4. Alternative programming preferable

5. Unsatisfactory social element


1. Working late

2. Scheduling conflict

3. No time

4. Could not commit

5. Too tired after work

6. Weak publicity 



If the program offered is not attractive, whether because of undesirable educational elements (Column A) or other reasons (Column B), attendance will be low.  But as Column C illustrates, even if an event is otherwise appealing to people, scheduling conflicts often will prevent potential participants from attending.
  Of course, there is interplay among the three categories.  The more appealing the event is, for example, the more likely people will be to fit it in to their schedules.

III. KEHILLAT MORIAH & BEIT DANNY

Kehillat Moriah is an Orthodox shul in Jerusalem's Katamon neighborhood, whose membership, numbering more than 150 member units,
 is made up of mostly single Anglo olim in their mid-twenties to late-thirties.  The shul was founded in 1995 and, as noted, Beit Danny
 was founded as the educational arm of the shul in the same year.  Since most members of the community are not married, social life – particularly dating – is a high priority in planning evening activities, increasing the challenge of ensuring attendance at Beit Danny events.

Beit Danny's mandate is to provide Torah-study programming for the community.  During the program's initial years, this has consisted mainly of shiurim, lectures, and mini-series on tanach, halacha, or gemara, or issues related to a coming holiday.  Occasionally, events have centered on topics of interest, such as the 1999 lecture series on bio-ethics, or the lecture series on issues in mishpat ivri presented this year.  Sometimes there have been semester-long programs, and in certain cases, shiurim have continued for many years.  Open beit midrash was successful for a short time, but closed after interest waned.

As a program in general, Beit Danny has met with lukewarm success.  First, attendance at Beit Danny events is inconsistent at best.  While the three bio-ethics lectures averaged about 80 people, most mini-series or weekly shiurim draw less than 20 people, and often 10 or fewer.  Low attendance makes Beit Danny a money-losing venture
 and makes it more difficult to attract quality speakers.  A related issue is that the program seems to have an image problem.  There is no "buzz" around Beit Danny.  It is not "the place to be".  Too often the attitude of people is likely to be, "Oh, it's at Beit Danny?  No one really goes there."  These were among the main issues facing me as I entered the position of Director.

IV. RUNNING BEIT DANNY

A. Recruiting Volunteers

In order to understand both how to build the educational portion of the program to meet the community's needs
 and how to increase attendance, I decided to approach community members to find out their opinions.  Before heading to the community for substantive feedback about programming, however, I turned to it for help in the process.  Particularly in a shul setting, getting the assistance of volunteers is a critical element in producing a successful adult education program. Volunteers are needed for, among other things, designing the programs, coordinating with speakers, ensuring payment and thank you notes, and publicity. Having such support would allow the director to devote more time to planning and research.  Even more importantly, however, getting volunteers involved would co-opt them into the program and give them a sense of ownership in it.

Recognizing this second purpose to mobilizing volunteers triggered a further thought about their participation.  Though they would not be directly studying Torah by performing the aforementioned tasks, would these volunteers be participating any less in the harbatzat Torah process?  They certainly were going to make a contribution – in this case taking an active role in running a community Beit Midrash – which, similar to what Zevulun did for Yissachar,
 would enable many others to learn Torah.  This, in and of itself, is a significant and noble goal as well.  If Beit Danny can marshal people into taking part in organizing a Torah-study program, even on a technical-organizational level, it will have involved them in Torah learning in a very important way.

In preparation for my first Beit Danny Committee Meeting, I organized in outline form the various things that needed to be done in order for Beit Danny to run efficiently.  Next, I set out to recruit people for the meeting.  I had lists of volunteers from previous years as well as a list of people who had expressed interest at some point in the past, or a general interest, in volunteering for the shul.  I called many people directly, and in speaking to them, intentionally assured them up front that coming to the first meeting involved no more of a commitment than just that – coming to the meeting.  I told them that we would be discussing Beit Danny's goals and implementing the program, with a view towards seeing what, if anything, each person was willing and able to contribute.  Despite this personalized approach, however, I had serious difficulty recruiting people.  Many said they were either not interested or did not have time.  Others, while expressing a willingness to discuss curriculum design, did not want to come to a meeting they felt would be largely about technical tasks that they were not interested in performing.
  Ultimately, only two people showed up to the meeting.  And during this year overall, I had a very small number of volunteers.
  The lack of volunteers meant I had far less time and energy to put into designing the program, but more unfortunately for Beit Danny, it also meant that an important opportunity to co-opt people into the process was lost.

In retrospect, it occurred to me that the difficulty I experienced in obtaining volunteers paralleled the overall challenge in adult Jewish education of ensuring attendance.  Recruiting volunteers, just like drawing attendees, is a problem at many adult education institutions, because people have to give of their precious free time to do it.  At the same time, however, this parallel strengthens the argument that participation in organizing a Torah-study program may be nearly as valuable as doing the actual learning.  A commitment to contribute, in whatever form, should be applauded as a sacrifice made in the pursuit of furthering limmud Torah.

B. The Goals of Beit Danny
Further reflection on my experience recruiting volunteers led me to re-characterize the Beit Danny goal in general.  Originally, I had thought the focus should be increasing Torah learning.  Now, I redefined it to include increasing Torah participation as well.  Beit Danny wants to attract not just attendees and volunteers, but sponsors, program designers, speakers, and any other community member interested in being involved.  All these people take part in the process and contribute in a valuable and meaningful way.
  

Following from this is an additional objective – creating community.  One of the goals of Kehillat Moriah, in general, is to bring together people with a common thread – having made aliyah from an Anglo country – and give them the opportunity to build on that point in common to make new friends and create a community.  Being involved in the community's learning program provides members with another opportunity to do this.

This modified approach to Beit Danny's goal also suggested that its events should not be limited simply to shiurim and mini-series on halacha and the like, but rather ought to cover a broader range of formats, presenters and topics, so as to potentially include more people.  If they can draw people that otherwise would not have attended, such events, though not consisting exclusively of Torah study in the classic sense, would serve an important purpose for Beit Danny and the community as a whole.

C. Community Feedback

In past years, several attempts were made at collecting information from community members about their preferences regarding Beit Danny.  Largely due to limited resources, however, many of these ideas either were never implemented, or were abandoned partway through.

The first idea I had in this area was to put out sign-in sheets for attendees at Beit Danny events, in order to monitor who actually was coming and to help make sure they would come back.  The resulting Beit Danny Sign-In Sheet, attached as Appendix A, asked attendees to record their contact information.  This would allow Beit Danny to approach them for feedback on the particular events they came to, and to notify them in advance when similar events were scheduled in the future.  The hope was that such follow up would give attendees a sense both that Beit Danny notices and appreciates their participation, and that Beit Danny truly is trying to meet their individual needs.  Creating this type of goodwill is especially important with former attendees – a special target audience that is critical to maintain as a base around which to expand programming and attract new people.

There are, of course, various technical problems with this data-collection method.  For example, the Sign-In Sheet might never be presented to attendees for signing, or attendees may not actually sign in, either because they don't notice the sheet, they don't want to put down personal information, or because they have signed in before and it seems repetitive, etc.  In this area in particular, a more complete staff of volunteers might have been able to ensure that some of these problems were avoided.

D. Focus Groups – Introduction

While sign-in sheets are useful for tracking those already coming to Beit Danny events, feedback from non-attendees is also important in order to understand how to attract newcomers.  My ATID project mentor, Dr. David Bernstein, suggested running focus groups as a way to glean preference information from members of the community.  Focus groups involve bringing together a small number of people for a discussion session, in order to learn their opinions about various issues.  The inherent social aspect was a particularly attractive feature of focus groups.
  Enabling participants to hear other people express their opinions provides them an opportunity to react to ideas they otherwise might not have considered, and may trigger their own imaginations, leading to subsequent suggestions and further reactions by their counterparts.

Recognizing the importance of the social aspect to the process of understanding community preferences led me to think about its place in the substantive discussion as well.  Consequently, the significance of the social aspect in Beit Danny events played a central role in the Focus Groups I conducted, especially in the search for creative ways to overcome the most common reasons for non-attendance, such as scheduling conflicts.  If a Beit Danny event is considered the "place to be", for example, people are more likely will make sure their calendars are free for it.

I ran three focus groups to discuss programming issues for Beit Danny.
  Immediately below is a list of the main issues – mostly from the Reasons For Non-Attendance Chart above – which I tried to address in each group, along with the important feedback I got, if any, on each issue.  Thereafter, I describe the process of putting together and running a focus group, including tips I learned from one group and incorporated into the next.

E. Focus Groups – Substantive Feedback
(1) Attendance – what are the reasons you don't come?

See chart above.

(2) Frequency of Event

Some of the responses here were surprising.  For example, as to their preferences between one-time events or mini-series versus semester-long courses, many participants
 talked about how the prospect of making a consistent commitment to a repeating event, such as a weekly shiur, was actually a draw for them.  Only about half of the participants (many fewer than I had expected) asserted that making such a weekly commitment was too difficult given their schedules.  The former group was specifically attracted to the consistency of a recurring event because it could become an anchor for their schedules, something around which to build the rest of their time.  "No matter what comes up during the week, I know I have Monday at 8:30pm set aside to learn an hour of Torah."  This corroborates the wisdom of the Rabbinic perspective which places such a high value on k'vi'at itim la'Torah.

 
(3) Type of Event
Focus Group participants came up with many creative ideas for new or modified events which would be more likely to attract them, and hopefully could help draw additional new attendees as well.  Some of the most promising ones were:
Round Robin.  At this type of recurring event, any or all of the following may be rotated: venue, speaker, and topic.  Because it allows for so many people to be involved, Round Robin is particularly attractive for Beit Danny, given its expanded goal to increase Torah participation.  In a Round Robin, people can host, speak, attend, organize, recruit, or all of the above!

The idea of incorporating the Round Robin into Beit Danny was raised independently by all three focus groups.  That caught my attention.  Why did so many participants think this was a good idea?  It might be because of the multiple opportunities for involvement, as noted, or because it provides people with the scheduling consistency ("Mondays at 8:30pm") to which they are looking to commit.  But perhaps it is also the social aspect, related to the objective of creating community.  If the speakers keep changing, attendees may get to hear other community members present a shiur (and vice versa).  If the location is rotated, participants get to host, and to be hosted by, other members of the community, including people they have never met.  This cannot be underestimated, especially in a place where people (including Focus Group participants) complain about how hard it is to meet each other.

Of course, Round Robin has its drawbacks.  Numerous technical details need to be worked out.  If the rotation includes speakers who are not experienced at teaching, for example, it can be a very "hit or miss" format.  And, perhaps most difficult of all, organizing a Round Robin is an enormous amount of work, especially if each of the main elements rotates each time.  Nevertheless, because of the high level of interest, it is worth experimenting with it.

Group Parshat Hashavua Chabura.  This suggestion calls for several people to present a short piece they have prepared on some aspect of the parsha, with the presentations broken up by group discussions about each speaker's ideas.  Like Round Robin, the Parsha Chabura also involves many people.  Multiple presenters have a chance to be heard in public and to study Torah beforehand to prepare their remarks, and attendees get to take an active role by participating in the group discussions.  And  this format also has a built-in social aspect to it: people share ideas on the subject matter with each other during, and as part of, the event.

Monthly Current-Events Expert Speaker.  This idea is to bring in different speakers to present the halachic perspective on various subjects in the current public interest, based on their area of expertise.
  Topics might include, for example, halacha's attitude towards cloning, giving up land in return for promises of peace, and relationships.  The lecturer's opening remarks would be followed by small group sessions, led by facilitators, in which attendees could discuss the issues raised by the speaker.

Other Ideas.  Some of the other suggestions for creative event formats included: (1) A mini-series about a historically-significant place in Israel coupled with a tiyul and/or weekend to the place led by presenter/tour guide; (2) panel discussions on issues in Modern Orthodoxy, with a range of leaders in the movement presenting their views, and; (3) classes which incorporate preparation in advance or chavruta learning.

(4) Topic

The Focus Groups yielded data about topics in the discussions, in the brainstorming sessions, and in a Focus Group Survey filled out by each group.
  The one-page Survey
 asked participants to choose from a given list the 5 topics they would most like to see presented at Beit Danny.  The Surveys showed that by far the most sought after topics are the traditional ones: Tanach – 77% and Halacha – 77%. These results were somewhat disappointing regarding the hope to uncover new information, but, importantly, they did confirm that Beit Danny is primarily viewed as a place for, and its first priority should remain, learning Torah.  In addition, a cluster of topics that are not as traditional, such as Relationships (38%), Creating Community (33%), and Modern Orthodoxy (33%), attracted significant attention.  The strong interest in these subjects, which are inherently more social in nature, indicates that, while the community does see Beit Danny as a place for traditional learning, the membership is looking for something a bit different as well.

(5) Speaker


During the Focus Groups, less time was devoted to speakers than other issues.  Some participants said a famous speaker was a draw, and would help put Beit Danny "on the map".  Others said they wanted to hear from people in the community, again raising the issue of having a social aspect to Beit Danny events.  Further research is needed in this area.

(6) Sponsoring


As noted above, this idea came up in looking more closely at the general issue of ways to get people involved.  Sponsoring an event can be a special way for someone to commemorate a personal event such as a birthday, an anniversary or a yahrzeit, and it benefits Beit Danny in many ways: monetarily
 through increased attendance,
 and by establishing bonds with community members.  Finding sponsors, however, is not always simple.

(7) Admission


In 1998, Beit Danny started charging admission for events,
 a policy which helped it cover more than half of its costs (mostly salaries for speakers), and most Focus Group participants supported this change.  This is important for a program that often must ask itself whether it can justify programming that loses money for "the value of offering it" to the community.

(8) Publicity


Publicity is obviously crucial to Beit Danny's success.  While many participants said that, from an attendee's point of view, a direct phone call a day or two in advance is the most effective way to be notified, they also recognized that such personal recruitment is impractical on a regular basis, given the resources it demands, and given that Beit Danny is a volunteer organization.  On the other hand, people also complained that the number of flyers Beit Danny prints for its events is unmanageable.
  One useful suggestion to deal with these problems was to have the shul and Beit Danny work together to produce a one-page calendar of events
 each month, in a format that can be kept on the refrigerator for easy reference.  This would accomplish multiple publicity goals in a neat and compact way.

(9) Sector-limited events


One issue I had wanted to touch on more was that of events that are targeted at, and by design limited to, a certain sector of the community.  One of Beit Danny's weekly shiurim is for men only, and Beit Danny recently did a mini-series refresher course on Taharat Hamishpacha just for married women.  The issue is particularly important in the Beit Danny context, since Kehillat Moriah is a co-ed institution, and some objection has been raised in the past about having sector limited events.  Additional research is needed in this area as well.

(10) Length of event

Responding to a question posed in the Survey, participants indicated that the ideal length for most events is about 1-1/4 hours.  Although it was unclear whether that interval referred simply to the frontal element without accounting for any additional social aspect (such as small group discussion or interactive participation), this information can be used as a guideline for planning future events.

F. Focus Groups – The Process

In preparation for putting together and running focus groups, I consulted with an expert on the subject, Dr. Steven Cohen of the Melton Center.  Dr. Cohen provided valuable advice about to how to run the groups, including guidelines for the moderator, the ideal number of participants, choosing an appropriate location, and the like.  Running them taught me that Focus Groups can be a very powerful tool in the data collection process.  Below is a description of the steps involved in putting the groups together, from pre-arranging them, to conducting them, to following them up, and some guiding tips based on my experience with them.

(1) Statistics
A. Ideal group size: 5-8 participants

1. Rationale

a. Allows for range of opinions

b. Everyone has an opportunity to speak

2. Get 9 or more commitments 

a. Expect cancellations

B. Length of discussion: approximately 1.5 hours

C. Location

1. Comfortable setting without external pressures

2. Easily accessible

(2) Before The Focus Group

Unlike my first attempt at recruiting volunteers, the three Focus Groups I ran successfully drew a total of 18 people (6,5 and 7).  Organizing the Focus Groups, which involved playing phone-tag, synchronizing schedules, last-minute cancellations and rescheduling meetings (two of the three groups had to be rescheduled!), was very time-consuming and often frustrating.
  Nevertheless, the experience both highlighted the challenge for adults to come to Beit Danny events, in general, and demonstrated that with directed recruiting, and the right type of "event", members were willing to come.


A. Set time and place



1. Account for people's schedules – aim for most-likely free time



2. Give advance notice: 1-2 weeks


B. Call potential participants


1. Explain idea and purpose of this Focus Group



2. Ask if they are willing to participate

3. Get a commitment (or definite "no") – avoid having to call again for an answer


C. Reconfirm meeting – when enough participants have committed


D. Reminder call: 1-2 days before the meeting

(3) At The Focus Groups

A. Handouts

I handed out two documents at the beginning of each group: (1) a Focus Group Outline
 to give participants a sense of what the issues to be discussed by the group (along with time allotted for each issue), and (2) the Survey.  I used the Survey to get hard statistics in areas for which the discussion session would be insufficient.  I had the participants complete the Survey before we sat down to talk in order to get their minds thinking about the issues involved.  A composite tally of the Surveys is attached as Appendix D.

(4) Moderating Guidelines


A. Introductions 

1. By Moderator

a. Breaks the ice

2. By Participants



a. Social aspect – meet and learn about different people

b. Helps participants feel comfortable with each other

c. Gives participants additional perspective on, and context within which to think about, comments by others

B. Explain purpose of this Focus Group

C. Set out rules of the discussion

D. Let participants do most of the talking


E. Try to give equal time to each participant

1. Discourage people from talking too much

F. Keep steady flowing of discussion

G. Keep to allotted time, but:


1. Do not stop short a lively discussion

H. Go in new directions if appropriate

I. If "expected responses" are not given, ask why

1. E.g. "I'm surprised no one said that dating often presents scheduling conflicts.  Is that not a factor in deciding whether or not to come to an event?"

J. Hold a bullet-pointed discussion guide in front of you


K. Have a non-participant take notes

(5) Brainstorming


In a brainstorming session, participants toss out suggestions in a fast-paced, associative manner.  This can be a useful device in a Focus Group, both as a change of pace and as a way to encourage people to think creatively.

A. Guidelines for Moderator



1. Choose a narrow issue for suggestions (e.g., type of event)

2. Maintain fast pace


3. Crazy-sounding suggestions are ok

a. Goal is uninhibited creativity

b. They may trigger workable suggestions



4. Block comments about the suggestions (until after brainstorming)

(6) Follow Up

Because Focus Group participants were volunteering their time, thanking them personally afterwards was especially important.  I did this through follow-up calls, in which I also gave participants an opportunity to make additional substantive comments about Beit Danny as well as to provide feedback on how to improve subsequent Focus Groups.  I tried to call each person within a few days of the group, so that the event was still relatively fresh in their minds.


A. Thank you



1. Makes them feel good about their contribution



2. Encourages subsequent volunteering

3. Co-opts them into the process even more


B. Do they have additional comments about Beit Danny?



1. New idea since Focus Groups



2. Uncomfortable making a particular comment in front of a group



3. Forgot / did not get the chance during the Group


C. Comments about the Focus Group

1. Number of participants, length, location, moderator's role, etc – should these be modified?


D. Encouraging future volunteering

1. "We are always looking for people to get involved in Beit Danny in any way. We are glad you were willing to be involved in Beit Danny in this way [participating in the Focus Group], and we hope that you will continue to be involved in Beit Danny in the future."  

G. Focus Groups – Other Applications
Focus groups can be used in other Jewish education contexts as well.  For example, in the one-year programs in Israel, focus groups could be used mid-year to get feedback from students about the program.  This would give them an opportunity to express their feelings, vent some anger, make suggestions, and be heard.  This will also give them a greater sense of ownership of the program, since they will have designed some of its elements for the second half.
  Similarly, focus groups could be used by a school to find out from parents whether it is or is not serving their needs and the needs of their children.  In a different way than through a parent-teacher conference, parents will then be made to feel that they are a part of, and are contributing to, the educational process.

V. CONCLUSIONS

Armed with community feedback from the Focus Groups, I now turn to implementation, which necessarily will involve some experimentation.  When considering this challenge, two obvious questions arise.  Why was experimentation held off until now?  Wouldn't that have provided insight into the views of the community?  In thinking about these points, I realized that, to some degree, the need to hear people's opinions before introducing new programming reflects a hesitancy to experiment born out of an underlying fear of failure.  If an event flops, the rationale goes, it reflects badly on Beit Danny – a result which would deepen the program's image problem and would be counterproductive to the ultimate purpose.  This argument, combined with the opportunity presented by my ATID project to spend time on research, was strong enough in my mind to justify investigating community opinion through the Focus Groups before trying things out in practice.  Taken to its extreme, however, this line of thinking could lead to an unacceptable paralysis of inactivity for lack of a fail-proof solution, and therefore, although the Focus Groups did not yield the perfect formula for a successful Beit Danny event, it is evident that the time to experiment has arrived.

Figuring out how to go forward in light of the research is the next challenge.  First, it is important that Beit Danny not lose sight of its original and still-primary goal to increase Torah learning in the community, even as significant attention is paid to involving people in other ways.   Though the latter also is necessary for Beit Danny's success, the actual learning must remain at the heart of the program.

Having said that, it is clear that adjustments to the program are necessary.  In order to provide a program that is more attractive to the membership, as suggested by the data collected in the Focus Groups, some or all of the following must be implemented:

* varied event topics, including non-traditional subjects such as Community Building and Relationships

* increased social aspect

* interactive elements aimed at increasing attendee participation

* making events more relevant to people's lives

* long-term programs to which people can commit a set time for learning

* continued gathering of feedback, including through focus groups

Clearly, a proper balance must be struck between these factors and the primary goal of Torah learning.

Finally, some concluding thoughts about the Focus Groups.  First, simply having held the Focus Groups is, on an important level, an achievement for Beit Danny.  In addition to providing a basis from which to go forward in establishing programming, it also sets a meaningful precedent which hopefully will become just the first step in an ongoing process for gathering information from the community and simultaneously getting members involved in building the program.

Second, in reflecting on the Focus Groups, I have noticed that, under the new, broader definition of the Beit Danny goal, the Focus Groups were, on many levels, themselves "Beit Danny events": participants got involved in Beit Danny by volunteering to attend an interactive event devoted to increasing Torah participation in the community.  And the overall success of the Focus Groups – chosen in particular because of the benefits proceeding from their social element – indicates that they might be used as models for designing some aspects of future events.
  If the success achieved in the Focus Groups can be translated into events which involve substantive Torah learning and to which the program hopes to attract many more people, then Beit Danny has a real chance to become a thriving center for Torah study in Jerusalem.

Appendix A




BEIT DANNY 5760: SIGN-IN SHEET

Date: ____________________




Event:______________________________________________

Teacher: _______________________________


Class Number (in a Series): ___
Sign-In Sheet Number for this Event:___

Name
Email
Phone
Kehillat Moriah member? (Yes / No)
Have you been to a Beit Danny event before? 

(Please circle all that apply)

1.





No / Weekly class / Mini-series / Special Event

2.





No / Weekly class / Mini-series / Special Event

3.





No / Weekly class / Mini-series / Special Event

4.





No / Weekly class / Mini-series / Special Event

5.





No / Weekly class / Mini-series / Special Event

6.





No / Weekly class / Mini-series / Special Event

7.





No / Weekly class / Mini-series / Special Event

8.





Comment/Suggestion:

9.





Comment/Suggestion:

10.





Comment/Suggestion:

11.





How did you hear about this event?

Shul announcement / Flyer / Mailing / Phone squad

12.





How did you hear about this event?

Shul announcement / Flyer / Mailing / Phone squad

13.





How did you hear about this event?

Shul announcement / Flyer / Mailing / Phone squad
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BRAINSTORMING RESULTS

GROUP 1: SOCIAL ASPECT
Shorten shiur –create time to socialize

Group work – chazara after, going over sources

Discussion, especially on an "issue" class

Question-answer session with the rabbi

GROUP 2: TYPES OF EVENTS

Tiyul – Jerusalem

Tiyul and shiur – places

Book sales after shiur

Fun – challah baking with discussion of mitzvat challah
Erev shira – teaching songs

Movie and discussion

Shiur and dinner – Friday night

Panel discussions (politics?)

Shiur for mothers

Chavruta – with or without class

Open Beit Midrash


- within the community


- with beginners

Chavruta and / or teaching with others in community


- elderly

At someone's home

Workshops

Piggy-back on outside events [e.g.: discussion group on an issue that will be / was the topic of a class, etc in another context]


-discussion

GROUP 3: TOPICS

Wine and cheese

Bible Quiz/Game Show


- culmination of long-term study

Speakers about dating

Tu B'av program

Tisha B'av yom iyun
Round robin / rotating speakers

After Shabbat davening – different speakers

Community-building


- within our shul


- with other shuls

Panel discussions

Tiyul and shiurim – places

Mishnayot show and tell

Challah baking and taking course and shiur

Shiur about prayers women would say about challah

Class about mitzvot/daily activities


-davening


-add meaning

Tunes/melodies (davening?)

Women – involvement in davening, reading the megillah, sources

Appendix C

BEIT DANNY 5760 – SURVEY

1. TOPICS (please put a check next to the 5 topics you feel Beit Danny should emphasize most)

___ Halacha;    ___ Spirituality / kabbala;    ___ Tanach;    ___ Tefilla; 

___ Modern Orthodoxy;    ___ Pluralism;    ___ Personal Identity;  

___ Parshat Hashavua;   ___ Chesed;   ___ Mishna;   ___ Gemara;   ___ Mussar; 

___ Taharat hamishpacha / topics for couples;     ___ Creating Community; 

___ Relationships;    ___ OTHER (please specify) ____________________________

     __________________________________________________________________

2. How often do you set aside time to learn Torah?

__ rarely     __ once a month     __ twice a month     __ weekly    __ more than weekly

3. I learn (please check all that are appropriate):

___ by myself     ___ in chavruta     ___ at Beit Danny

___ at shiurim / events at other institutions     ___ all of the above    

___ none of the above      ___ other (please specify) __________________________

        ________________________________________________________________

4. LENGTH OF EVENT.  How long should Beit Danny events be (e.g. 1.5 hours)?

One-time lectures: __________

Mini-series classes: __________

Weekly shiurim: ____________

Other: ______________________________________________________________

5. DAY OF EVENT (please rank by 1-7, where 1 = highest, and 7= lowest)


Sunday ___;   Monday ___;   Tuesday ___;   Wednesday ___;   Thursday ___


Friday ___;      Shabbat ___;     Other (please specify) _________________
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BEIT DANNY 5760 – SURVEY

COMPOSITE NUMBERS 

(18 PARTICIPANTS FOR 3 GROUPS)

1. TOPICS (please put a check next to the 5 topics you feel Beit Danny should emphasize most)

_14_ Halacha;    _3_ Spirituality / kabbala;    _14_ Tanach;    _5_ Tefilla; 

_6_ Modern Orthodoxy;    _2_ Pluralism;    _4_ Personal Identity;  

_4_ Parshat Hashavua;   _6_ Chesed;   _2_ Mishna;   _6_ Gemara;   _3_ Mussar; 

_2_ Taharat hamishpacha / topics for couples;     _5_ Creating Community; 

_7_ Relationships;    _5_ OTHER (please specify) ____________________________

     __________________________________________________________________

Tanach – 14 (out of 18 people…)

Halacha – 14

Relationships – 7

Chesed – 6

Gemara – 6

Modern Orthodoxy – 6

Creating Community – 5

Tefilla –5

Personal Identity –4

Parshat Hashavua –4

Mussar –3

Spirituality/Kabala –3

Current Events -2

Mishna –2

Pluralism –2

Taharat Hamishpacha –2

Topical Issues –1

Chumash in Depth –1

Jewish Philosophy –1

Page 2

BEIT DANNY SURVEY 5760 - COMPOSITE

2. How often do you set aside time to learn Torah?

_1_ rarely     _1_ once a month     _4_ twice a month     _3_ weekly    _9_ more than weekly

3. I learn (please check all that are appropriate):

_10_ by myself     _6_ in chavruta     _6_ at Beit Danny

_12_ at shiurim / events at other institutions     _4_ all of the above    

___ none of the above      ___ other (please specify) __________________________

        ________________________________________________________________

4. LENGTH OF EVENT.  How long should Beit Danny events be (e.g. 1.5 hours)?

One-time lectures: __________


1 hours – 
4

1.5 hours – 
10


2 hours - 
4

Mini-series classes: __________


1 hour

8


1.5 hours
6


2 hours

3

Weekly shiurim: ____________


1 hour

9


1.5 hours
8

Other: ______________________________________________________________

5. DAY OF EVENT (please rank by 1-7, where 1 = highest, and 7= lowest)

For Composite, the numbers represent how many people ranked a day among their "Top Two" choices.  Note: not all participants responded to this question.


Sunday _6_;   Monday _7_;   Tuesday _3_;   Wednesday ___;   Thursday ___


Friday ___;      Shabbat _2_;     Other (please specify) ___"Most days are 

about the same" - 3______________
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BEIT DANNY 5760

FOCUS GROUP - OUTLINE

1. Survey

 

8:00-8:05

2. Introduction



8:05-8:15


A. People


B. Purpose of Focus Group

3. Brainstorming


8:15-8:30

4. Discussion



8:30-9:30


A. Issues:


Increasing involvement

Reasons for attendance and non-attendance

Types of programs

Teachers

Limiting the audience

Charging admission

Advertising


[B. Addressed on Survey

Topics

Length of events

Day of week

Your learning habits]

5. Review + Conclusion

9:30-9:40
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�  A volunteer position, with a one year term.


�   See Betsy Dolgin Katz & Jonathan Mirvis,  Israel in Adult Education, available at � HYPERLINK http://www.israelives.org/adulted/adulted.html ��www.israelives.org/adulted/adulted.html�, stating that with respect to adult education, "Participation can never be taken for granted.  Every learning activity must be viewed as an individual voluntary action with an incentive for joining. … The success of the learning process depends on attracting and satisfying the adult learner."  See also State Policy Update: How States are Implementing Distance Education for Adult Learners, National Institute for Literacy, February 14, 2000, available at � HYPERLINK http://www.nifl.gov/policy/distance.htm ��www.nifl.gov/policy/distance.htm�, noting the rising implementation of distance learning programs to meet the needs of adults "who are unable to attend traditional adult education classes due to work or family commitments, lack of transportation, and other obligations."


�  Some institutions, notably MaTan and Nishmat, have successful daytime programs.  Though some of the participants in these programs are young women who receive stipends for learning full-time in lieu of working, most attendees are retirees.





�  Cf. Mitchell S. Nesler, Ph.D., Lifelong Learning and Adult Education: Participation, Barriers, Motivations, and Policy Implications, 1999, available at � HYPERLINK http://www.airweb.org/nesler.htm ��www.airweb.org/nesler.htm�: "Darkenwald and his associates … have also examined factors that affect participation. This research suggests there are six robust categories of deterrents that cross settings and populations: (a) individual, family, or home-related problems, (b) financial issues, (c) lack of course relevance questionable worth or relevance of educational opportunities, (d) negative perceptions of the value of education, (e) lack of motivation or indifference to learning, (f) lack of self-confidence." (Citations omitted.)


�  See Israel in Adult Education, supra note 2, stating that "For most [adult] learners, study takes place at lunch breaks or after work hours, when optimal concentration is difficult to achieve."


�  See Israel in Adult Education, supra note 2, stating that "Adult learning takes place in an environment in which other demands and activities compete for the students' attention.  Adults have many career, social, and familial responsibilities demanding their time. In addition, recreational activities compete for "spare" time." 





�  The community does include some married couples, some with children.  Each of these families, along with each individual single person, represents a "member unit" in the shul.





�  Beit Danny is named for Danny Frei, z"l, a former member of the community who was murdered by terrorists in 1995.  Y'hi zichro baruch.





�  As a matter of policy, Beit Danny pays its speakers (for the lecture and travel expenses) and, since 1999, charges attendees admission.  Expenses far outreach income.





�   See Israel in Adult Education, supra note 2, stating that in adult education, "The quality of programs must be maintained, and constant evaluation by participants - based on interviews and written forms - must be conducted by program administrators."


�  See Breishit Rabbah 99:9, quoted in Rashi to Devarim 33:18.





�  I eventually recruited some of these people for the Focus Groups.  See below.





�   The contribution of the volunteers I did have, however, was greater than their numbers.  In particular, I would like to thank Ilana Sacknovitz and Miryam Brand for all their assistance this year.  Tizku l'mitzvot.





�  On a secondary level, I also hoped that those participating in ways other than attendance, just by being involved, would be motivated to increase their attendance as well – and, consequently, their


direct Torah study.





 � In addition, for various reasons, the follow up on Sign-In Sheets this year, was, unfortunately, very limited.





�  See What are Focus Groups?, in ASA Series, American Statistical Association Section on Survey Research Methods, available at �HYPERLINK "http://www.stat.ncsu.edu//info//srms//srms.html"��www.stat.ncsu.edu/info/srms/srms.html�, 1998, at page 1, noting that "Unlike the one-way flow of information in a one-on-one interview, focus groups generate data through the give and take of a discussion.  Listening as people share and compare their different points of view provides a wealth of information…"


 � See What are Focus Groups?, supra note 16 at page 5, stating that "Ideally the moderator places the question (or issue or topic) before the group.  They then discuss it among themselves – talking to each other, asking each other questions about what they hear, and generally reacting to each other."  See also Anita Gibbs, Social Research Update Issue 19: Focus Groups, University of Surrey, 1997, at 2, available at � HYPERLINK http://www.soc.surrey.ac.uk/sru/SRU19.html ��www.soc.surrey.ac.uk/sru/SRU19.html�, concluding that "Hence the key characteristic which distinguishes focus groups is the insight and data produced by the interaction between participants."





�  See, e.g., The Basics of Qualitative Research, Hollis Research Centre, 1997, at page 5, available at � HYPERLINK http://www.hollisresearch.com/qualitative.html ��www.hollisresearch.com/qualitative.html�, stating that focus groups "…often allow you to 'skim the cream', giving you efficient means of gathering information from your subject with just three or four groups.  These interviews will probably get you 90% of what you will eventually learn about your product." (Citations omitted; emphasis in original.)





�  Though focus groups are mainly used to gather qualitative information, I also took the hard data as at least some indication of community preferences.  Thus, although they did not yield definitive statistical data, they did provide further insight into what the membership wants.  A similar comment is appropriate with respect to the Surveys I handed out at the beginning of each Focus Group.  See below.





�  See Talmud Bavli Shabbat 31a.  See also Rambam, Hilchot Talmud Torah 1:8.





�  This is a terrific example of how different types of involvement can lead to direct Torah study.  Here, for example, a host simultaneously attends a shiur which he might not otherwise have gone to.





�  Worthy of note, on the other hand, is the opinion of some participants that, in order to become part of Beit Danny, the shul's educational wing, the Round Robin would have to be held at the shul building each week.





� This could also be combined with Round Robin. 





� See also Appendix A, Results of Brainstorming Sessions.





� The brainstorming sessions and the Survey are described in more detail below. 





� See attached Appendix C, Beit Danny Focus Group Survey, and Appendix C Beit Danny Focus Group Survey Composite.





� This raises various issues such as how much to charge a sponsor, whether multiple people can sponsor the same event, and whether to charge the attendees, and the like.  While these are all legitimate questions, they are beyond the scope of this paper.





�  In addition to the sponsor, the personal nature of the event might lead the sponsor's family members and close friends to attend.





�  Usually 10 shekels for shul members and 15 shekels for non-members per event.





�  Typically, a separate flyer is printed for each event, and copies are both mailed out to the membership and are available in shul for people to take.


�  Among its many activities, Kehillat Moriah runs chessed programs on a regular basis, and has special events at various times of the year.


�  See, e.g., Focus Groups in the Arena of Continuous Improvement: Characteristics of Focus Groups, available from the University of Texas at Houston (UTH) website, at � HYPERLINK http://www.uth.edu/ut_general/admin_fin/cqi/fgcharacter.htm ��www.uth.edu/ut_general/admin_fin/cqi/fgcharacter.htm�.


�  See Gibbs, supra note 17, at 4, "Organising focus group interviews usually requires more planning than other types of interviewing as getting people to group gatherings can be difficult…"


�  See Appendix D.


�  See Jerry W. Thomas, Focus Groups and the American Dream, available at � HYPERLINK http://www.decisionanalyst.com/publ_art/dream.htm ��www.decisionanalyst.com/publ_art/dream.htm�.  See also The Basics of Qualitative Research, supra note 18 at 3.


�  See, e.g., Focus Groups in the Arena of Continuous Improvement: Conducting Focus Group Interviews, available from the UTH website, at � HYPERLINK http://www.uth.edu/ut_general/admin_fin/cqi/fgcharacter.htm ��www.uth.edu/ut_general/admin_fin/cqi/fgconduct.htm�.


�  This point highlights the need for real commitment to action on the part of the institution.  If no changes are made by the administration soon after the focus groups are run, the students will feel alienated and the experience will have an unintended negative effect by making students feel that holding the groups was a charade.


�  As with focus groups for students on one-year programs (supra note 37), the school's commitment to acting on the parents' comments in this scenario is crucial to achieving this goal. 


�  See, e.g., Thomas J. Peters and Robert H. Waterman, Jr., In Search of Excellence: Lessons From America's Best-Run Companies (Warner Books 1982), pp. 134-135, noting that, "The most important and visible outcropping of the action bias in the excellent companies is the their willingness to try things out, to experiment.  There is absolutely no magic in the experiment.  It is simply a tiny completed action, a manageable test that helps you learn something, just as in high-school chemistry.  But our experience has been that most big institutions have forgotten how to test and learn.  They seem to prefer analysis and debate to trying something out, and they are paralyzed by fear of failure, however small" (emphasis in original).


�  See Teaching Adult Learners: Critical Challenges for the 1990's and Beyond, paper delivered at the Fifth National Conference on College Teaching and Learning, April 1995, available at � HYPERLINK http://www.gbrownc.on.ca/Admin/SRC/tchlrn11.htm ��www.gbrownc.on.ca/Admin/SRC/tchlrn11.htm�, stating that adult students "are self-directed in their learning and most want to be active participants in lessons, projects, and activities."


 � Though the number of attendees was lower than what a standard Beit Danny event strives for, this is dictated by the nature of the focus group event.  Other aspects of the event mentioned here, however, are relevant.
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