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Mimi Ferraro: Making History at Gratz College Commencement 

“It is an historic moment,” said Mimi Ferraro as she began her valedictory address. 

“Gratz was the first college in Jewish history to admit women as equal students; now, 

its first doctoral graduate is a woman. This is truly a ‘shehecheyanu’ moment for 

Gratz and for me.”  

Ferraro’s achievement is all the more impressive given that she completed her 

doctorate as a mother of four and director of a thriving religious school program at 

Old York Road Temple – Beth Am in suburban Philadelphia. 

This new “Dr. Mom,” with her doctorate in Jewish Education, has a long history at 

Gratz. During her graduation speech, Ferraro reminisced about the days when she was 

in the Gratz high school program and students would bring transistor radios to school 

to catch a Phillies score. Given Gratz’s advancements in online education, Ferraro 

remarked that “now students can attend class without even leaving their living 

rooms.”  In fact, classes are conducted primarily online for most students in the 

doctoral program. 

According to Ferraro, one of the best parts of this program – and, in fact, of Gratz in 

general – is that the focus is on learning, not denomination or movement. 

“Throughout my years at Gratz, I have been challenged to think and develop my own 

philosophy about Judaism and Jewish education,” she says. She goes on to describe 

Gratz as “a very special place that can honor all of the diversity that exists peacefully 

in the name of learning.” 

For students in the doctoral program, the focus is not just on learning, but on learning 

within their particular areas of interest. Ferraro honed in on education for children 

with special needs, a subject at the forefront of her responsibilities as director of a 

religious school whose enrollment includes 45 special needs students. In fact, she 

hopes that her dissertation on special needs initiatives in the Jewish community 

between 2006 and 2012 will help rekindle funding in this area. 



The doctoral program “opened up a new world to me,” says Ferraro. “It changed the 

way I approach my work and made me think more globally.” 

So what’s next for Dr. Ferraro? Unsurprisingly – a lot. She plans to take what she 

learned in the doctoral program to make some modifications at her school. In 

addition, after all her years as a student at Gratz, she hopes to teach there one day.  

Though not relinquishing her role as a student quite yet, Ferraro is starting rabbinical 

school in the fall at the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College in suburban Philadelphia. 

And thanks to her Ed.D. from Gratz, she is exempt from the first two years of the 

five-year program. 

Ferraro’s ambitious plans for the future have not, however, overshadowed the 

magnitude of her current achievement. Nestled within the array of Jewish books and 

family photos in her Beth Am office, she says, “Historically, when they talk about the 

first graduate student of the doctoral program at Gratz, that will be me.” 

 

For more information about the Gratz Ed.D. in Jewish Education, click here to visit 

our website. Or, contact the program director, Dr. Saul Wachs (215-635-7300, x139 or 

swachs@gratz.edu), or the program coordinator, Dr. Joshua Gutoff (215-635-7300, 

x120 or jgutoff@gratz.edu).  
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