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Student Spotlight on Laurie Fisher: A Southern Success Story 

Catching up with Laurie Fisher in order to interview her for this article was no simple feat. However, 

we did manage to sandwich our conversation in between her attendance at the NRJE (Network for 

Research in Jewish Education) conference in New York and her participation in the Awakened Heart 

Project’s Jewish silent retreat in North Carolina. A yoga teacher and practitioner, Fisher was looking 

forward to combining her Jewish spirituality with her meditative practices, but nevertheless, she 

joked, “A Jewish silent retreat – it’s oxymoronic!”  

Fisher has lived most of her 47 years in Knoxville, Tennessee. In her mid-twenties, she began to study 

Judaism from an academic perspective, as a student in a master’s program in philosophy and religious 

studies.  However, when her young daughter, Erin, developed an acute autoimmune disease, Fisher 

terminated her studies, and did not return to school, even after Erin had recovered. 

Many years later, when Erin began bat mitzvah studies, Fisher refocused herself on Jewish education 

and became Erin’s second tutor. Already skilled at reading Hebrew, Fisher used her musical background 

to teach herself trope from a book at her piano. She has been chanting Torah and tutoring b’nai 

mitzvah students ever since.  

In 2012, Fisher attended the annual ISJL (Institute of Southern Jewish Life) education conference in 

Jackson, Mississippi, where she happened upon the Gratz College table. She learned about the Gratz 

online graduate programs in Jewish education. These types of programs were simply unavailable to her 

locally in Knoxville. 

“I could be a better Jewish educator if I went back to school,” she thought, “and I could satisfy the 

academic yearnings I have always had.”  

After contemplating this idea for about a year, Fisher decided to pursue not only a master’s in Jewish 

Education from Gratz, but also a master’s in Jewish Studies so that she could gain a deeper 

understanding of the material she would be teaching. Accepted as a Gratz Mid-Career Fellow, Fisher 

has been able to pursue this dual degree program at a significantly reduced tuition rate. And, as to the 

online format of her Gratz education, she says, “For an adult who has a life outside of school, it’s been 

a great way for me to grow my academic self.” 

In addition to the online format, Fisher touts the pluralistic approach of a Gratz education: 

I love the pluralism at Gratz. We all come from varied backgrounds, and that’s one of the 
selling points. In order to grow, you need to be exposed to people who don’t think like you, 
who have a different perspective on being Jewish than your own. That causes you to think, and 

out of that, you grow. 



After two years at Gratz, Fisher has completed her coursework for her dual master’s program. She is 

currently fine-tuning her thesis, and will be doing her required internship at the University of 

Tennessee Hillel in the fall. This summer, she has dived into her next graduate degree program by 

beginning her doctoral studies at the Gratz College Summer Institute – with the end goal of becoming a 

university professor in the field of Jewish Education. 


