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AMIT Noga's Lehava Program
As an Example of a High School Beit Midrash

An Evaluation
Dr. Yoel Finkelman and Michal Glatt

Introduction


In the spring of 2004, ATID began circulating its proposal, "Beit Midrash as an Alternative High School" to select educators and lay leaders in order to elicit comments and constructive criticism, and in order to find a school with which ATID could collaborate in constructing a pilot program along the lines of the proposal.  The proposal argued that for many students, their enthusiasm for limudei kodesh and their abilities to learn at a high level could be improved if regular classroom teaching was replaced with a beit midrash.  While students could take some regular classes if they wanted, the bulk of limudei kodesh would occur in an open beit midrash.  Rather than being confined by the limitations of a standard classroom, the beit midrash would free teachers and students to work on larger, more elaborate learning projects that would come closer to the "real learning" of adult Torah study.  Rather than being confined to a strictly defined curriculum, students could choose topics that interested them, and projects that would motivate them.  Of course, some structure was necessary.  Students would be assigned a mentor, a teacher or staff person who would meet with them regularly to help direct their academic and personal growth.  Students would be required to spend some of their beit midrash time preparing for a series of bekiyut exams, as a way of ensuring that they would emerge from high school with a body of basic knowledge.  In addition, a battery of methodology classes, specifically designed to help students acquire the reading and analytical skills that they would need to study at a high level in the beit midrash, would supplement their beit midrash learning.  ATID argued that for at least some students, such a program could dramatically improve the experience and level of high school learning, creating enthusiasm and energy for Torah study. 
After several schools expressed interest in participating, ATID entered a partnership with the AMIT Noga girls' high school, located in Noham, a small yishuv just outside the city of Beit Shemesh in central Israel.  Noga is an experimental Modern Orthodox Zionist school for girls, founded in 2001 by Rabbi Dr. Meir Ekstein and a group of parent activists, who wanted a more innovative educational environment than what was perceived to be offered by existing local schools.  The innovative spirit in Noga made it a perfect candidate for cooperation with ATID on this project. In the 2004-2005 school year, Noga educated some 240 students in 7th through 10th grades. Most of the students live in the city of Beit Shemesh, while a minority comes from moshavim in the area, and a few students commute from towns as much as half an hour away.  Approximately forty percent come from families of English-speaking immigrants to Israel, with the rest of the students being either native Israelis or immigrants from non-Western countries.  The students include a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds.  


During the spring and summer of 2004, Mrs. Miriam Reisler, the chair of Noga's Tanakh department, worked together with ATID's staff to plan and develop a beit midrash program for the school.  The program – a modification of ATID's proposal, constructed for the particular atmosphere, student body, and staff in Noga – was named "Lehava" (flame), a name which symbolized the motivation and passion which, it was hoped, students would develop.   Over the course of the year, ATID provided assistance, guidance, and resources, in order to help the program get off the ground successfully.  ATID also set out to evaluate Lehava, to determine if it met its own goals, and to extrapolate from Lehava's experience for the sake of educators in other contexts.
Lehava and the Noga School

● The program: The program began with twenty eight students, from both 9th and 10th grades, though over the course of the year other students joined, and there were thirty-three students at the end of the year. Participants spanned a heterogonous group of students where the common denominator was desire to participate in a program that promised more inspiration, intensity and independent study). Participants included those who had been model students in the school's regular program, some who had been average students, as well as several who struggled in that environment, including some with various degrees of learning disabilities.  Almost all of their limudei kodesh hours – some fourteen academic hours per week – were dedicated to Lehava.   
● Location: Lehava was housed in a wing of its own, dedicated for the almost exclusive use of Lehava, which had a separate entrance off a courtyard in the center of the school's grounds.  This wing was divided into one beit midrash room, and two very open, almost indistinguishable, spaces for classes.  In addition, there was a rather large open space that was not used regularly, but which was occasionally used for school-wide assemblies and activities.  In all, Lehava was left quite isolated and distinct from the other aspects of school life.  The beit midrash housed enough tables for each of the students, and several large bookcases, which contained basic reference sefarim, works which students needed for their studies, as well as an eclectic library of books which the school happened to possess.  
● Staff: Lehava hired two teachers, other than Reisler, who made up the full time staff: Mrs. Ayala Friedman and Mrs. Nelly Marasha.  At any given moment at least two of the three teachers were present.  Generally, one was to be teaching a class and the other would be available to assist students in the beit midrash.  Other than Reisler, the two other teachers were hired specifically for Lehava, and had not previously been part of the school's staff.  There were to be regular staff meetings, including all three staff people on one day, and including the two available staff people on other days of the week.  Lehava also drafted several ancillary staff: a teacher who came once a week to teach a Mishnah class, local women who volunteered to learn with students for an hour or so a week, as well as an ATID fellow, who came each week during the first semester to assist students with their independent learning.  
● Mentoring: Each student was assigned a mentor, one of Lehava's three staff people, with whom she was to meet every other week for half an hour.  The mentor was to advise the student in preparing her schedule; help her in planning, conducting, and evaluating individual projects; and advise her regarding personal, social, academic, and religious issues.
● Schedule: The year began with an orientation and integration period, in which students were introduced to the beit midrash and the kinds of tasks that would be required of them.  Following that, the year was divided into four quarters allowing for students to be intensely immersed in a few topics at a time, rather than in many classes which meet less frequently, which is the normal structure in Israeli schools.  Further, the four quarter system allowed students maximal flexibility.  The course offerings were switched each quarter, giving students the opportunity to change their classes, complete their individual projects, and rearrange their schedules.

All course offerings were multi-age, not distinguishing between the 9th and 10th graders.  Each student was obligated to dedicate some time for Torah she-ba’al Peh, either in the form of a class or in the form of independent work.  In each quarter there were several courses offered in Torah she-ba’al Peh.  Gemara was offered for six hours a week, which was to be four hours of class and two in the beit midrash to be used for preparing and/or reviewing.  Alternatively, students could choose a two-hour halakhah class, which combined learning of bekiyut with analysis of sources.  In addition, a weekly Mishnah class was also offered.  In Tanakh, each quarter offered two classes in different texts, usually one from Torah and the other from Nakh.  Over the course of the year, each student was required to take at least two Tanakh classes.  All classes were linked to beit midrash time.  That is, a student who took a class was required to dedicate a portion of her time in the beit midrash to reviewing and preparing for the frontal class.  Thus the courses were structured in such a way that would provide scaffolding for student independent work in the beit midrash.  Tenth graders were required to take one two-hour class to prepare them for Israel's state-sponsored bagrut matriculation exams (see below).
A typical tenth grader, for example, had the following limudei kodesh schedule.  

	Sunday
	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday

	Prep for class: Shmuel (BM)
	Bekiyut Tanakh (class: prep for bagrut)
	Prep for class: Shmuel (BM)
	
	Independent study: Mishnah  (BM)

	Class: Shmuel

	Bekiyut (class: prep for bagrut)
	Class: Shmuel
	
	Prep for class: Shmuel (BM)

	Independent study: Mishnah  (BM)

	
	
	Prep for class: Hilkhot Shabbat (BM)
	Havruta study: Women and halakhah (BM)

	
	
	
	Class: Hilkhot Shabbat
	


Whatever time was available beyond the courses and their attached beit midrash time – generally between two and five hours per week – was available to students to work on personal projects.  The student was to work with the mentor to develop a plan for a topic of interest that she, with or without a havruta, would work on during this time.  This would allow the student maximal freedom to find a project about which she could be excited, and through which she could develop her independent skills.  

In place of an optional class in Mahshevet Yisrael, it was decided to run three seminars in the transition between the quarters in topics related to Jewish thought.  Each seminar would last a day or two, focus on a particular topic in Jewish thought, philosophy, or spirituality.  The seminars would be mandatory, but not graded.  Late in the year, at the initiative of younger students who were enthusiastic about the program, the Lehava staff also began a "mini-Lehava": a once a week class dedicated to beit midrash style learning for younger grades. This initiative reflects the way in which successful programs can feed on themselves, creating enthusiasm throughout the school and impacting on the larger school culture.   
Goals of the Evaluation

Over the course of the academic year 2004-2005, ATID undertook to evaluate Noga's program.  The evaluation has three goals:

1) To review ATID's proposal, "Beit Midrash as an Alternative High School" in light of Lehava's experience, in order to determine if the guidelines suggested in that paper are realistic, and if such a program could accomplish the goals that ATID anticipated. 

2) To asses the strengths and weaknesses of Lehava, with an eye toward improving it into the future and helping it with the transition from a small experimental program to a larger and more established track within the school.  

3) To provide information and background for educators, lay leaders, and policy makers in other contexts who might be interested in developing a similar program for themselves, in hopes that this information can help make their programs more successful.  

ATID is interested in seeing other schools in Israel and the Diaspora build similar programs, and ATID would like to see a new school constructed entirely along this model.  Facilitating this goal requires information about what benefits and costs are entailed in adopting such a program, and requires that ATID make that information available to the community of Jewish educators.  For these reasons, we have chosen to conduct this evaluation on such a small program, so soon after it was founded.  
The plan and materials for the evaluation were developed in September through December 2004, concurrent to the opening of Lehava; the gathering of data was conducted between January and April of 2005; this data was analyzed and conclusions were drawn between April and June of 2005.  The work was done by a team of ATID's staff members.  Dr. Yoel Finkelman and Mrs. Michal Glatt conducted the majority of the evaluation, while some assistance was also provided by ATID fellows, Mrs. Dina Blank and Mrs. Michelle Elmaleh.  Reisler, in her role as Lehava's director, coordinated the evaluation from the school's side, and provided continual comments, suggestions, and reflections on the program and the evaluation.   

Information to be Sought After:


ATID's proposal and Noga's stated goals led to series of questions which this evaluation was designed to answer.  Questions were asked in the areas of student learning; student attitude and motivation; school atmosphere and social interactions; the experiences of the staff; and the student body.   


There were several sources of information: Lehava teachers, including Reisler and the two other primary staff members, as well as some of the ancillary staff in the beit midrash; the Lehava students; meḥankhot (homeroom teachers) who taught Lehava students when the latter were in their regular classrooms; parents; ATID staff who had ongoing interactions with Lehava; and examples of assignments and student work.  The team conducted a battery of questionnaires, interviews, and school visits. In addition, the team spent time sitting in the beit midrash and in classes, observing the day to day goings on in the school.  
We wanted to answer:
● Questions in the area of learning: Are students doing work that can increase their educational independence and build their learning skills? Is student work characterized as being closer to "real learning" or closer to "artificial schoolwork." (see below)?  Does the staff succeed in creating assignments that meet these goals? 
● Questions in the area of student attitude and motivation: Do students feel motivated to learn and participate? Are students responsible and self-disciplined about their learning? Do students feel a sense of enjoyment and satisfaction from their learning in this way? Does the program impact positively on students' emotional attachment to Torah/Judaism, and their normative commitment to halakhah? 
● Questions in the area of the school atmosphere and social interactions: Do the students feel comfortable in and emotionally attached to the program? Do students feel comfortable and emotionally attached to their peers in Lehava? Do students feel comfortable and emotionally attached to the staff? Is there an atmosphere of intellectual seriousness in Lehava and the beit midrash? 
● Questions regarding staff: Does the staff succeed in providing the mentoring and individual attention that students need in this environment? How do teachers handle the increased work load that is inherent in this program? 
● Questions regarding the student body: What are the characteristics of the students who seem to succeed in this program? 

Differences Between Lehava and ATID's Proposal: 

ATID's proposal and Lehava shared a vision of empowering students in limudei kodesh by developing a program focused on a beit midrash.  The Lehava staff developed their program grounded in ATID's proposal.  Hence, both ATID's proposal and Lehava emphasize student independence, self-discipline, responsibility, and choice; both provide a significant amount of time to be spent in the beit midrash working either on independent projects or on projects linked to classes; both provide one-on-one mentoring between students and staff; both provide classes that focus on developing independent learning skills; both provide opportunities for students to express their learning in creative and somewhat unconventional ways. 

However, Lehava made some alterations in the concrete implementation of the program, natural in any attempt to tailor the proposal to a specific environment.  Where ATID had suggested "methodology classes" that are not linked to learning a particular text or content, Lehava's staff felt that it would be more effective to provide students with skills-building assignments in the beit midrash time that were linked to a content-based class.  Similarly, Lehava needed to include in its program preparation for Israel's standardized bagrut exams, an issue absent from ATID's proposal.  Some of ATID's other suggestions – like Independent Study Units – were not used extensively in Lehava, less out of conviction and more out of lack of time and resources to find good examples.  
 This evaluation, then, examines one concrete implementation of a program that derived from ATID's proposal.  Since any concrete implementation of a beit midrash program will have to make its own adjustments to any a-priori theoretical model, it is our belief that the large overlap between the two programs allow us to consider if the overall framework that ATID has suggested is workable.  
Procedure:


In order to get this information, the team used seven techniques to gather information.  

1) Brief questionnaires were administered to students in the school on January 6, 2005.  (A copy of the questionnaire appears in the appendix.)  The questionnaire asked students to evaluate their own experience, motivation, and level of learning.  The questionnaires were administered to twenty-three of the thirty-three students, those students who happened to be available when ATID's staff administered them.  Most of the questions were graded on a five point scale, and there was room for shorter open ended general comments as well.  

2) Ten of the students were interviewed on February 3, 2005. Reisler chose the students to be interviewed, whom she perceived to represent a range of skills, backgrounds, and motivations. Some were thriving in the program, some were struggling, and some in between.  The interview followed a pre-determined pattern, with each student asked the same series of questions.  However, the interviewers were flexible, asking students to follow up and elaborate on issues that seemed important either to the students or to the interviewers.  The interviews were taped, after which the interviewer listened to the tapes, took careful notes, and transcribed the most important comments.

3)  The team then interviewed a number of staff people: Reisler on several occasions over the course of the year; Friedman, on March 10, 2005; Marasha on March 6, 2005; Mrs. Yonit Luria, meḥanakhet of the 10th grade class, on March 24, 2005; and R. Dr. Meir Ekstein, lay leader of the school, who is actively involved with the school's development, on June 1, 2005.  The interviews with the Lehava and Noga teachers followed the same pre-determined but flexible pattern, while some of the interviews with Reisler, and that with Ekstein were less formal.  Again, the interviews were taped, and the interviewer later summarized the interview and transcribed critical passages.
 
4) The team examined selection of assignments and student-work from Lehava.  The three teachers submitted what they considered a small representative sample of various assignments they had given the students, together with copies of some of the students' attempts to complete those assignments, as well as several independent projects that students had done.  The team examined this material to determine the extent to which it was designed in order to spur real learning, and the extent to which students were capable of that kind of work. 

5) In March, questionnaires were distributed to the parents of all the students, in an attempt to elicit their feedback about the program.  Unfortunately, only four sets of parents responded.

6) Over the course of the year, ATID's staff was involved on an ongoing basis in assisting with the beit midrash, and the team spent time in Lehava, visiting, observing, and examining the day to day goings on.  Notes from these visits were circulated among the team. 
7) Over the course of the year, Reisler kept an ongoing diary of thoughts, deliberations, and concerns which arose in her role as director of the program.  This diary provided "real time" insight into the development of the program, problems that came up, and solutions that worked or did not.  She developed this diary into an essay, entitled "From Within the Fire: The Beginings of Beit Midrash Lehava."
Together, these sources provided us a clear picture of the program's strengths and weaknesses during the weeks when the information was gathered.  Like any school, Lehava is dynamic and developing, and some of the things that were found have certainly changed in subtle ways by the time this evaluation was completed or will be read. 
Findings and Analysis

The most important finding was that the experience of learning in Lehava was deeply transformative for a significant number of students.  Some students who had struggled in regular classrooms were thriving by mid-year.  Many of those who had succeeded in regular classrooms felt and articulated a sense of renewed attachment and dedication to Torah study.  Almost all involved spoke of learning in a new way that was challenging, exciting, and meaningful.  The overall atmosphere was different, more energetic, and more exciting than what generally accompanies a typical school.  With that, this puzzle included many pieces, and the team had tried to break down the puzzle into component parts. 
● Questions Regarding Student Learning

Are students doing work that can increase their educational independence and build their learning skills? Is student work characterized as being closer to "real learning" or closer to "artificial schoolwork"?  Does the staff succeed in creating assignments and feedback that meet these goals? 

ATID's proposal suggested that, with proper guidance, students could be pushed to do work that would increase their independence by increasing their textual and analytical skills.  Ideally, this would move away from the model of "artificial schoolwork" and would more closely approximate the ways that experienced adults learn Torah and implement it in their lives.  While Lehava did not adopt ATID's proposed model of specifically focused methodology classes, they did link their regular classes with fixed amounts of beit midrash time, in order to integrate skills-development with content learning.  

Over the course of the year, ATID came to a more articulate vision of the kind of work which we anticipate will help students develop the skills and interests to learn seriously later in life.  ATID and Lehava desire to challenge students to do "real learning": i.e., asking them to model, to the extent that they can, the way experienced adults approach Torah study.  An assignment, we claim, more closely approximates "real learning" and differs from "artificial school work" when it:

1) Deals with more than recall of facts, focusing on reading, asking questions, and searching for answers to those questions in the texts.
2) Requires students to do the work for themselves, to the extent it is possible.  

3) Has several right answers or ways of fulfilling the assignment.  

4) Asks questions that derive from a need to understand a text, or answer a question that might come up in the life of a religious person, rather than asking a question that derives from the need to record students' recall of information.  

5) Takes on a whole learning task, rather than only part of a larger task.  If only part of a task is tackled, it should be contextualized, explaining how that part fits into the larger program of learning.  The more a student tries to tackle a whole task, the more it requires of him or her to do the many intertwined tasks of reading, translating, unpacking, thinking about, and processing a text, things that might not occur if a larger project was broken down into many smaller parts.

6) Allows for students to bring their own creativity and input into the discussion, where appropriate.  

7) Meta-cognition: Requires both teachers and students to articulate what they are trying to accomplish in their learning, how they hope to accomplish it, and why they have chosen those tools.

Not all of the work the students are assigned can or should be of the creative, open-ended, and meta-cognitive variety.  This model is not appropriate for every learning experience under every circumstance.  At times, teachers must simply be sure that students have understood the material they have read – and straightforward, "spit-back" questions can serve to communicate that information to the teacher.  Still, students' ability to do high quality learning is, to a great degree, dependent on the teacher's ability to provide the necessary scaffolding.  


There were examples among the student work which we examined of simple, day to day preparation assignments that were clearly designed with these goals in mind.  Generally, students were given written guidance by their teachers for how to use their beit midrash time in preparing for class.  

Take Student Work: Example 1 (included in an appendix), guidelines for student beit midrash preparation prior to a class in Amos.  First, students are given choice about how to prepare.  Each option differs in the nature of the assignment and the kind of analysis, creativity, and thinking tools it requires. A student can choose an approach that matches her personality and interests.  Second, the teacher allows students who need more assistance in understanding the basic meaning of the text – or whose time is currently occupied by other endeavors – to choose simple, straightforward, short answer questions, in order to be sure that she has understood the material (questions two and three).  Third, the teacher wanted to get past a simple understanding of peshat for those students who were capable of doing so.  Hence, questions one and four both involve "real learning."  Breaking down a passage in Tanakh into its component parts; defining ambiguous terms with the help of commentaries; and identifying repeating themes, key words, and literary structures are all the most basic tools which adult students of Tanakh use to make sense of a passage.  Similarly, thematic comparisons between the approaches of different commentaries are also part and parcel of what adult learners do.  These questions require the students to do the thinking and analysis by themselves, albeit within guidelines.  They have several possible answers, allowing the students to bring their creativity and energy to the endeavor; they tackle a whole question, and require students to read, think, and process material on their own.  

Critically, this assignment was not long or elaborate, and the teacher did not spend a great deal of time re-inventing the wheel.  A teacher who has prepared the material well should already be familiar with existing review materials, that can more or less be recycled for students, and should be familiar with issues, topics, or conceptual questions that were not covered in class.  Certainly, it takes more work for a teacher to construct numerous options for review or preparation, but not necessarily as much as it might seem. 


Not all of the assignments were this creative and developed.   Some preparation sheets, for example, did little more than ask summary questions that would make sure the students understood the basic information in the Mishnah.  This is, of course, critical in assuring that students prepare accurately.  Indeed, when the goal is to be sure that students understand the basics of a text, they may be particularly appropriate and effective.  Still, in other cases, more creativity might have produced richer results.  Training teachers to prepare assignments to fit the model of real work must be a critical element in teacher in-service training in this or any other beit midrash program.  

In addition to the work students were assigned, we examined examples of the work that students produced.  In elaborate or complex assignments which appear to be above the heads of students, there is a danger that the final result will reflect the teachers' or parents' work, and not that of the students.  In this case, occasional misunderstandings, teen-age language, and oversimplifications in much of the work made it clear that the students, not the adults, had done the work.  

The work reinforced our conviction that students are capable of "real learning" at their level, if they are motivated and guided.  Though not an elaborate assignment, one student simply submitted her notes on Mishnah Pesaḥim, which she had learned during her otherwise unstructured beit midrash time.  The notes reflected an accurate understanding of peshat in the mishnayot, presented in a clear and readable way.  This is "real" learning.  It tackles an entire task, which is identical to a task that adult learners do when they study daily portions of Mishnah (though they may not need to summarize their learning in writing).  While not all the students were capable of independent work at that level, some were, and there is reason to suggest that their numbers will only grow.  

Example 2 (see appendix) is part of a project submitted by a student who used her independent beit midrash time to elaborate on the above assignment.  As noted, she was to lay out the text of Amos, breaking it up into sections, highlighting literary and thematic parallels, defining ambiguous terms (sometimes according to different commentaries), and providing a running commentary.  The student was using skills and tools she had been introduced to in her skills-based classes, and was applying them to text that had been covered only briefly in class.  Taking on a whole task, and building on teacher guidance, the student has successfully learned Amos in a way that is similar to the way adult learners might try to tackle the book.  

The students' work often rose with the level of the assignment.  The more the assignment demanded of them, and the more the assignment guided them effectively, the more the students produced work at that level.  Example 2 is a demanding project, one that could not have been done well without clear guidelines for the student, and classroom modeling those skills on other texts.  This reinforced our conviction that teachers require ongoing guidance in constructing good assignments.  

We also examined several drafts of assignments.  In many cases, students submitted work to receive comments, and then revised accordingly.  If students are to learn for the sake of learning and improving their skills, and not merely for the sake of a grade, they should gain input from others as they prepare their final project.  Indeed, students regularly continued to modify and develop their assignments after they had been officially handed in and graded.  Furthermore, providing quality feedback is critical for advancing students' skills.  The more meta-cognitive the teachers are in their comments, the more the students can become conscious of what distinguishes higher quality learning from lower quality learning.  

Feedback to students was focused on improving students learning, rather than just providing a number or letter grade.  When reviewing work, staff provided thinking questions and suggestion for improvement, which helped students prepare later drafts of the assignments.  As one student put it, "Lehava isn’t about grades. We get grades because it’s school and you need to get grades, but I’m sure that if it were up to Miriam [Reisler], she would give us the [verbal] evaluation, and that’s enough for her. All the teachers…write that [kind of] evaluation."

To further these goals, Lehava deemphasized letter and number grades.  Report cards included "anecdotals": lengthy paragraphs authored by the staff evaluating the student, her academic work, and her personal progress and struggles over the course of the semester.  Several students acknowledged that this personal attention in the report cards was important to them.  "The teachers really addressed everything. They wrote a whole page about what you did, what you've accomplished, what you could do better." Similarly, "It shows that they cared…it gives you options [for improvement]."
● Questions Regarding Student Attitude and Motivation
The initial proposal argued that a beit midrash program would help create an environment of intrinsic motivation, which would lead to more focused learning, better concentration and recall, increased intellectual persistence, and ultimately an increased sense of attachment to Torah, Judaism, and halakhah.  

Do students feel motivated to learn and participate?

A large majority of the students in Lehava felt motivated.  Of the twenty-three who answered the questionnaire, eighteen wrote that they had a serious or very serious attitude toward their learning.  Only five reported a neutral attitude, and none wrote of a negative attitude.  The overall sense is that the students are eager to learn. 
In their interviews, students explicitly associated this high level of motivation with the fact that they are "learning because you want to learn and what you want to learn," which helped support excitement and enthusiasm.  The element of choice means that, “Lehava is a place that the people who are there – really want to be there, and because of that, the whole atmosphere is different…. There is a lot of choice. No one forces you to do what you have to do.” Students also claimed that the motivation and concern was not always there; Lehava helped create it.  “Last year I didn’t really care if I didn’t know something. Here, I care, because it’s interesting and I want to do it.”  In other words, the program has helped many students to become motivated to learn because they find the material itself to be interesting and/or important.  
Increased motivation led to more efficient and better learning.  One student, having internalized the notion that she was responsible for the use of her time, and that time spent learning Torah was valuable, indicated that, “I never find myself with free time, but if someone does, they don’t just sit around. You can take a sefer emunah and read or do something else." Further, students explained that their motivation led them to feel better about themselves and their learning.  “I choose what I want to learn here. The teachers are always supportive; they are always willing to offer help. You can’t fail but you can succeed, and it’s a great feeling when you succeed.” These quotes reinforce ATID's conviction that the beit midrash program added a sense of enthusiasm and excitement that is missing in a regular classroom. 
Are students responsible and self-disciplined about their learning? 

ATID speculated that the beit midrash could create a sense of personal responsibility and self-discipline among the students regarding their learning.  Eighteen of twenty-one students who responded to the questionnaire said that they "view their learning in Lehava in a serious manner." Seventeen of the twenty-one students explained that they learn "seriously and productively" when learning alone or with a havruta. Some students reflected a serious level of commitment and responsibility: "We are working pretty hard and we get everything done."  Other students, however, indicate a new and remarkable level of commitment to the enterprise of Torah study: “We can’t waste this time, it is zman kodesh!" 
This sense of focus developed over the course of the year, particularly in the months after the questionnaires and interviews, when observation indicated increased concentration.   At the start of the year, there seem to have been “growing pains.” Students required more reminders to stay on task. They had to learn to use their time effectively and efficiently. They had to learn to demonstrate more self control and not socialize, and they demonstrated less self-awareness about their study habits and abilities. They were less capable of matching their learning style with the different options available to them. As one of the teachers put it, "There was a period that was very difficult. They weren’t learning. There was a time where I had to ask them, 'What are you doing?' 'What [are you going to do] now?', to remind them. They often chatted with friends; it was very difficult."  
Over time, however, students learned to use their time more responsibly and they have become increasingly motivated, excited, and self-disciplined.  As one teacher put it, “Slowly, the girls understood what the place stands for. They took upon themselves more independent learning assignments. They developed self-awareness, understanding their own strengths and weaknesses, and understanding who was stronger at utilizing free time and who needed more classes. They learned to recognize their natures. Now, we see that the girls utilize their time better." A teacher speculated that these developments occurred when students came to appreciate their own skills and independence. “When you give them responsibility, and you give them independence, they simply respond to it.”  

Students also indicated that their self-discipline increased over time, as they learned an appreciation of the opportunities that the beit midrash provided.  As one student put it, “The atmosphere helps us to learn.”  Another student, who had struggled seriously in regular classes, said, “In the first and second quarters I didn’t use my time all that well; I crocheted a lot of kippot. But now, I have become more serious and I do a lot more work, and I put a lot more into my work.”  Even later in the year, when students had acquired a better understanding of what was expected of them and had become more focused, time was not always used perfectly in the beit midrash (though time is wasted even in the most advanced batei midrash).  In fairness, students in the beit midrash were more focused than they had been in regular classrooms in the past.
  In short, students in the beit midrash setting were to a high degree motivated and self-disciplined about their learning.  Furthermore, the gradual increase in student focus reinforced ATID's conviction that students can develop self-discipline if they are given the opportunity and the encouragement.  The beit midrash helped to teach them to be responsible for their own learning, to rely less on the coercive framework of a classroom, and hopefully develop the skills and attitudes that will allow for and encourage Torah study into adulthood.  
Do students feel a sense of enjoyment and satisfaction from their learning in this way?

Of twenty-two students who answered this question, fifteen said that they were very satisfied, and another five said they were satisfied. "I am enjoying myself," said one.  Students associated this sense of enjoyment with the increased choice that they had in the beit midrash as compared to their previous school experiences.  "I find it more interesting when we're not forced to learn it; it's more fun to do it if you know that it's your choice." Freedom to choose attractive topics meant that students were learning the kinds of things that appealed to them. “There's nothing I've learned that I haven't enjoyed because if I didn't like it I wouldn't be there.” “I was taking a class on Shmuel – I didn't really like it, so I asked Miriam [Reisler] if I could learn it on my own and she said yes. I prefer to learn on my own then in class.”  As one parent commented, “The high standard of learning stimulates the students to learn. It motivates them and makes them responsible for their own learning.”  The students' enjoyment was reflected in the sense of excitement and energy.
Does the program impact positively on students' emotional attachment to Torah/Judaism, and their normative commitment to halakhah?

Gathering our information after only a few months of learning made it extraordinarily difficult to determine if and how Lehava has changed students' religious commitments, commitments that are generally formed over long periods of time.  To the extent that we can identify religious growth, it remains still more difficult to pinpoint causes.  A few parents indeed commented that their daughters showed increased commitment to Judaism and halakhah, but they had trouble identifying exactly why.  
The students themselves were somewhat ambivalent about linking religious growth to the beit midrash.  Some students articulated increased levels of observance.  “It has impacted on my tefillah.” Similarly, “In summer vacation, I would study Mishnayot now; last year I never would.” Others concurred, associating these developments with the social atmosphere created by the self-selected group of committed students.  “Yes [my level of observance has increased, but] a lot has to do with being with these girls. No one is embarrassed to do things – everyone washes [netilat yadayim], everyone says Birkat HaMazon, everyone does all the mitzvot. They are all really, really religious girls.”  

Some students also associated increased observance with their choice to study things that would have that effect.  “[Learning] emunah (Jewish thought) does [increase my level of observance] because we think about it and discuss a lot of ideas.” Others were less moved by theology and more moved by halakhah.  “I got very into women's learning and women's davening. So I looked up all sorts of things of interest, and I spoke with Miriam – so I saw that I have to daven more, and I go to shul for minḥah and ma'ariv. I took it upon myself because of all the stuff I had learned.”  Another student indicated that this religious growth had not yet occurred, but that she anticipated that it might in the future. “I’m very stubborn. I think that even if I learn something, I don’t know if it will change me, I know I’d like to change…. I think that if I find the right thing it might be able to change me.”  

Other students denied a relationship between the beit midrash learning and other kinds of religious growth.  When asked about such a relationship, one student said, simply: “None” Another said, “It [Lehava] doesn’t impact, for example, on my tefillah.”  

Despite these students, Reisler pointed to religious changes that occurred as the year progressed.  Students who in February did not identify themselves as growing religiously made significant progress later in the year.  Further, she points to changes in the religious atmosphere in the school, and notes that the Lehava girls seem to be at the forefront of these changes. As ATID suggested, increased motivation could contribute to a more serious religious atmosphere in the school as a whole.  For example, Lehava students were active in spontaneous dancing and a beautiful, musical tefillah on Rosh Ḥodesh Adar. “It was the first time that they had a 9th-10th grade tefillah for the whole school that kids who liked davening were satisfied with; it was really nice. Kids came to me and said, 'I was really pessimistic but it turned out really well.' So… is that [development a result of] Lehava or isn’t it Lehava?” Reisler also believes that students underestimate their own religious growth.  She argues that Lehava students have become empowered because they have a place that supports them, and they support each other. Some feel secure in their desire to grow in observance and their desire to learn. They can then bring that feeling with them back to their classrooms and their lives.

With all this scattered and inconsistent information, we can only conclude that ATID's team gathered its information too early to measure student religious growth. Questions of religious commitment will have to be revisited by the school over time (although our impression, based on anecdotal observation and reporting, is that there is great potential).
● Questions About School Atmosphere and Social Interactions
Do the students feel comfortable and emotionally attached to their peers in Lehava?

When asked how they get along with their peers, sixteen of twenty students felt that they get along with the other Lehava students and of those half wrote that they feel a special closeness to the other Lehava students. “People help each other a lot. It’s really like a family, everyone likes each other, helps each other.” Some students associate the warmth with academic success. “It’s not at all competitive. I didn’t think that it was competitive last year in Noga either, but there is a difference. I’m not an outstanding student. Last year I didn’t really care if I didn’t know something. Here, I care, because it’s interesting and I want to do it.” One parent similarly noted, "The beit midrash experience improved, because she [my daughter] feels part of the framework.  She is close to her friends and to her teachers."  
While observing the beit midrash, we noticed extensive help that students gave one another, a theme that students mentioned as well.  “We do a lot of the preparation together. If we don’t understand something we can always help each other. It’s good.”  Another student felt that this sense of mutual assistance was unique to Lehava.  “If I’m sitting alone at the table I will ask the teacher, but if I have a girl sitting next to me, or if a girl goes by, I’ll say – 'Hey, could you help me out?' We always do that…. If we can’t figure it out we’ll call the teacher and ask her together. I don’t think that would happen in most classes. Here, if someone asked me for help and then we asked the teacher for help, I would stay because I would want to know the answer, but I don’t think that the girls who aren’t in Lehava would stay to hear the answer. They would say, 'OK, the teacher is here – bye.'”  

While some of this sense of camaraderie and mutual concern may be linked to the small size of the program, and the fact that staff were actively involved in choosing some of the students, it is also interesting to note that the students did not feel any social divide between themselves and the other Noga students, a feeling that was reinforced by the Noga staff that was not active in Lehava.  Still, teachers in Noga's regular program claimed that the absence of some of the most serious and motivated students impacted poorly on the religious atmosphere in their classrooms.  They suggested, for example, that prayer in Noga's regular classrooms was particularly difficult during the days when the Lehava students were in the beit midrash.  Isolating some of the more enthusiastic students in a separate program can weaken the atmosphere in the rest of the school.  
Do the students feel comfortable and emotionally attached to the staff?

ATID suggested that the informal and personalized atmosphere in the beit midrash, as well as one-on-one mentoring between students and staff, would lead to close personal relationships between staff and students.  Lehava students seem to appreciate their teachers, and were satisfied with the relationships that developed, both academically and personally.  The students were asked how they got along with the staff. Of the twenty-three students who responded, twenty-one felt that they got along with the staff, and of those, seven wrote that they felt a special closeness to their teachers. When asked if they felt that the staff served as role models for them, seventeen of the students wrote that they felt the teachers were serving as role models, and of those, seven responded that the teachers were very positive role models for them.  Six students replied that they don’t see the staff as role models.

Students recorded these feelings in interviews as well.  “I feel like there are these amazing women who are so smart and you can just turn to anyone [in the staff]. They're really there for you to answer their questions.” Further, they connected their positive relationship with teachers to the unique aspects of the beit midrash program.  Students spoke of the ways in which their Lehava teachers "respected their students more", and how that respect helped to motivate them.  “The attitude of the teachers is different here…. The way they teach a shiur is different, they don’t just talk…  They don’t always talk about bagruyot [standardized tests], tests and marks. It’s for us, to know.”  

The level of comfort, respect, and appreciation that the students felt towards the staff was clear during our observations, and was echoed by the staff and administration.  Reisler explained that the students "see the staff as people who respect them, and who see them as partners. I think that that changes the dynamic in a really significant way.”  Similarly, Ekstein said, “I do have the sense that the teachers are role models for the girls, and they do very much relate to them, and I think that’s a very important component of any kind of growth, and religious growth also…. The relationship with the teachers is significantly beyond the learning.  They really do respect them, they really do feel that they are cared for, they really do speak to them about things, that they have concerns about beyond the narrow learning.” Still, it remains difficult to determine how much of this warmth results from a small self-selected group, and how much results from the beit midrash itself.  
Is there an atmosphere of intellectual seriousness in Lehava and the beit midrash? 

Of twenty-one students who answered, eleven felt that the learning in Lehava was more intellectually serious than in a regular class, and an additional nine felt that it was much more intellectually serious.  Only one felt that it was the same as a regular class.  Interestingly, though, students were less superlative about the atmosphere in the room of the beit midrash, unquestionably at least partially the result of problems with the building.  Eight of twenty-two said that the atmosphere in the beit midrash was neutral; while ten said the atmosphere was "good and positive;" only four said it was "very good" and positive.  While batalah is part and parcel of any beit midrash, observers in Lehava, particularly in the early parts of the year, noted a number of students who sat in the corner doing little work, and a number students who divided their attention between their work and outside conversations.  The most serious and focused students were concentrated in one side of the room.  As the year progressed, however, and as students internalized the lessons of the beit midrash, concentration became more consistent.  Friedman concurred that things improved over time.  "Yes, some were mediocre at the beginning.  But it is clear that [concentration and seriousness] is a process that is occurring more and more."  
● Questions Regarding Staff

Does the staff succeed in providing the mentoring and individual attention that students need in this environment?

In answering the questionnaires, students were quite happy with the effectiveness of assistance in the beit midrash and with the feedback on and evaluation of their work.  Nine of twenty-two students felt that the assistance provided in the beit midrash was effective, and another nine felt it was very effective.  Fourteen of twenty two students felt that the feedback and evaluation helped them learn in the future, and another four felt it helped very much.  Yet, students wished they could have had even more assistance and individual attention in the beit midrash.  Though students were generally happy (fourteen of twenty two said there was enough [nine] or more than enough [five]), they were less satisfied with this aspect of the program than with almost all other aspects.  At least during some of our observations in the beit midrash, there were students who would have benefited from more attention.  Reisler is aware of this issue.  “At this point we are a little short-staffed, which is not a good indicator because… [Lehava's staff-student ratio] is unheard of in this country… [The assistance in the beit midrash] is not quite enough to be following those kids who need more help."
Mentoring – as described in ATID's proposal and planned by Lehava's staff – was not systematically and comprehensively implemented.  Formalized meetings between students and their assigned mentor did not happen systematically.  As one student put it, “Each girl is supposed to have a teacher that monitors them, and I don’t know about other girls, but that hasn’t really happened.”  

The small staff struggled with all the demands of the beit midrash and the regular mentor meetings were often one of the first things to be sacrificed in the triage of time.  Under these circumstances, most of the mentoring occurred informally.  Reisler took responsibility for the academic advisement and schedule-building for virtually all students, particularly at the beginning of the year – a situation which is certainly not sustainable into the future – and, due to the small and warm nature of the program, students who needed to discuss a personal or academic issue naturally gravitated to staff with whom they felt close.  Staff agreed that mentoring would have to be formalized into the future.  "There is a sense that someone will have to coordinate this issue – even though students approach teachers on their own."  

Still, the progress, growth, and struggles of each student were discussed in staff meetings, helping to prevent students from falling through the cracks.  Marasha commented that these meeting were significant, and helped the staff understand the students better.  "I taught a particular group of students.  Suddenly [after the staff meetings] I got a fuller picture of [each student's] thoughts and needs, and how I can help."  She hoped that this could be continued into the future.  Still, such meetings were quite time consuming with only thirty students; conducting them with a larger number will be even more difficult.   
Staff also worked hard to provide individualized and meaningful assessment for student academic work.  In terms of assessment, while there is not the portfolio as described in ATID's proposal, the teachers certainly assessed the students work and provided feedback, both in formal written reports, as well as in written and verbal feedback on assignments.  

How do teachers handle the increased workload that is inherent in this program? 

Due to the individualized nature of the beit midrash, the teachers needed to oversee many different students at different levels, and had to supervise the study of numerous different topics and assignments. Reisler often found herself coming to the beit midrash when she was not officially scheduled to be there in order to complete administrative tasks. According to Marasha, the challenge is not the time per se. Rather, there is an additional emotional investment.  Added work came from the need to be more creative and the need to help the students be more independent. Yet, she noted that she also has a lot more independence in what she did with her students than teachers in a traditional classroom. She repeated that she didn't complain about the extra workload, as the job was so satisfying. This year, Lehava was blessed with a small, talented, and dedicated staff, who were willing to make sacrifices due to their strong identification with the program and its goals.  Whether the school will find enough equally dedicated staff as the program expands remains to be seen. 

● Questions Regarding the Student Body
What are the characteristics of the students who seem to succeed in this program? 

Self motivation and discipline seem to be critical to students' success in the program. As one girl put it, the ideal student is “someone who is mature and is willing to put effort into things, and be responsible without somebody on your back every second or having to sit in a class with a teacher telling you to be quiet every second. They are able to make decisions on their own to decide what they want to learn and actually be able to do it, not just fool around.”  Students understood that there was more to it than inherent intelligence.  “It’s not about being smart.” “You don’t have to be smarter.” Indeed, about a third of Lehava's students were receiving special help with some of their schoolwork (though not necessarily limudei kodesh), and a several suffered from ADD or learning disabilities.  The freedom allowed these students to effectively channel their efforts in ways that minimized the effects of their problems.  According to staff interviews, and our observations, some students improved in these areas over the course of the year, which convinces us that there is more to the students' self-discipline than having selected those students who already possessed it.  
Almost everyone agreed that the program is not suited for all students.  Friedman explained that, “Lehava is not right for every student, because we have to maintain the atmosphere of choice and not one of coercion. If anyone who wants comes we would have to start making demands, because there are girls who would not work independently, and that would ruin everything.”  However, the staff made it clear that desire was just as important, if not more so, than inherent intelligence or pre-existing text skills.   "It is imperative that only girls who want to be here are here. The criteria should be primarily the desire to be here…. There could be students here with learning problems, even attention disorders – which can be very difficult in a beit midrash, because it would be hard for them to work independently. But we should certainly allow them to try.”  
Reisler added that no learning environment is ideal for everyone.  "If you’re closed to it [Lehava], it’s not going to be appropriate for you. Now, if you’re closed to school, school is also is not going to work for you.… For kids who are closed to the idea of school, it could be that this would actually be better."  She cited an example of one student who is struggling in Lehava, but is doing considerably better there than she had been doing in her regular classroom. 

Conclusions
Lehava successfully implemented a beit midrash program for high school students, constructed largely along the model suggested in ATID's proposal.  Students given freedom to learn independently, and provided with teaching designed to train them to do so, learned successfully and at a high level.  They were happy, motivated, serious about their learning, in an atmosphere in which they felt comfortable, and which contributed to serious Torah study.  Most importantly, they gained desire, motivation, and passion about the enterprise of Torah study.  Some made advances in their observance of halakhah and attachment to Judaism.  Staff succeeded in providing scaffolding and support that allowed students to learn seriously.  Students in this environment were excited about their learning, learned at an advanced level, and took advantage, rather than frittered away, the freedom that they were offered.  Not all students did so perfectly, but there was enough success to say with confidence that a beit midrash model, if executed well, has vast potential to improve limudei kodesh for many students.

A number of factors seem to be responsible for this success: 1) Isolation of a student body that is motivated, serious, and suited for this particular program. 2) Increasing students' choice, thus allowing students the freedom to focus on what excites them.  3) Students doing work modeled after "adult" or "authentic" learning, which leads to a sense of accomplishment and seriousness.  4) A small program, largely isolated from others, which created a sense of closeness, belonging, and esprit de corps among participants.  5) A very talented and dedicated staff, that understands and identified with the program's goals and methods. 6) A small staff-student ratio, with much individualized attention for students.  We hope that other schools which might attempt to implement similar programs in the future will meet with similar results.
Like any pilot program, Lehava struggled with some new tasks, and we anticipate that they will struggle with others in the future as the program grows.  Lehava was able to address some of these issues over the course of the year, and is working to improve others into the coming years.  Educators with a desire to build such a program in other contexts can learn from Lehava's challenges.  (ATID is working now to develop programs, resources, and training that will respond to the needs we identify throughout the remainder of this evaluation section.)
● Supervision in the Beit Midrash


As noted by students, staff, and observers there were times when students did not have as much support in the beit midrash as could have optimized their time.  To some degree, a larger program may allow if not a higher staff-student ratio, at least the possibility of more than one teacher available in the beit midrash at any given time.  It is worth exploring the inclusion and employment of junior staff, such as sherut leumi women, education students, or local yeshivah or midrashah students.  This may help address manpower issues in a financially sustainable manner.  

● Administrative Tasks

It is critical not to underestimate the administrative tasks involved in running a small program within a school, and a beit midrash program in particular.  Numerous jobs – from verifying that students' havrutot were running smoothly, to arranging extracurricular activities for the program, to preparing Lehava's unique end of semester report cards – required more time than had been expected.
  Reisler's extraordinary dedication to Lehava and its students pushed her to dedicate time and energy to these tasks above and beyond the call of duty.  Still, educators should make sure they do not underestimate the administrative overhead that such a program requires.  
● Torah she-ba’al Peh
There was a general sense among Lehava's staff that students were able to do higher level work in Tanakh, but had trouble with even basic texts in Torah she-ba’al Peh.  Some of the student work we examined involved Torah she-ba’al Peh.  One particularly strong student was able to summarize Mishnayot effectively, and another student worked on an independent assignment related to Gemara Berakhot.  Still, these examples seem to be the exceptions which prove the rule for the plurality of students. Reisler noted that when learning independently, students were often not able to understand (or, worse, misunderstood) even a secondary source on sugyot in halakhah, written in modern Hebrew, which included short passages from primary sources.  The Gemara class, which was supposed to have included two hours of beit midrash time, only included one in the end, as students were not capable of more independent work in Gemara.  
There may be several reasons for the students' struggles with Gemara.  First, texts in Gemara and halakhah are, in many cases, more difficult than texts in Tanakh.  The language is less similar to modern Hebrew, and halakhic texts often use expressions, language, and concepts that are unique to the field, and foreign to outsiders. Further, because the study of Torah she-ba’al Peh is often downplayed in Orthodox education to females, many Lehava students lacked background in these texts.  
Introducing translations and easy commentaries like Steinzaltz or Artscroll might help (where available).  Still educators debate the value of these tools and crutches, arguing that they create dependency and prevent students from coming into direct and unmediated contact with the primary sources.  Each school might choose to use or not use these tools, dependent on its educational philosophy, its student body, and its goals.
  Other than these translations, educators have two ways in which to address the problem of texts that are too difficult for students.  First, more thought and attention could be given to developing methodology classes or skills-building tools.  While Lehava had preferred subject matter classes with built-in skills training over ATID's proposed "methodology classes," the latter might help, over the course of time, to improve the students' text-skills in Torah she-ba’al Peh.  Alternatively, in areas like Torah she-ba’al Peh educators could play up the frontal and standard curriculum, limiting student independence to the few who can handle it.

Be that as it may, this problem will almost certainly be more formidable for schools in the Diaspora than in Israel, and educators should be aware of it.  Indeed, Diaspora schools, where students lack the basic fluency in Hebrew of their Israeli counterparts, might struggle with similar problems in Tanakh as well.   
● Teacher Training


The more teachers understand and identify with the program and its theory, the more effective they are likely to be.  A pre-service training program for incoming teachers, ideally during the summer months, and ongoing in-service training for current teachers, could help them identify with the means and ends which the program adopts and help train them in building and scaffolding assignments that can further the program's goals.  In addition, training focused on assisting staff with their roles as mentors, and in conducting one-on-one talks with students, could help improve mentoring and staff-student relations.  This issue will likely become of greater importance as programs become larger, and must work with a more diverse staff.  
● Havruta Training

The students spend much time learning with a havruta.  Though the evaluation was not able to examine this issue in detail, there seemed to be a certain "haphazardness" in the students' havruta learning. They did the best they could to assist one another, but it did not seem to get past their own intuitive sense of explaining texts to their peers.  Students might benefit from more direction in how to get the most out of learning in this style. It should not be assumed that they innately know this.  An annual workshop on making the best of a havruta situation might be beneficial.  

● Bekiyut

Lehava chose not to adopt the formalized bekiyut program that was outlined in ATID's proposal, largely because in Israel the bagrut exams already set a minimum standard of basic knowledge.  Still, some parents, students, and staff were concerned that, given the students' freedom, they may not gain an introductory level knowledge of certain basics areas of Torah.  While it is easy to overestimate the extent to which students in a regular yeshiva high school acquire this basic knowledge, schools should consider the framework in which students will acquire it, either through bekiyut exams or through some other system.  This may be particularly important in the Diaspora, where the bagrut framework is not in place.  Given the limited time available, and students' successes in working independently, should there be a fixed bekiyut curriculum for which all students are responsible, or is it sufficient for each student to gain knowledge and skills according to his or her own abilities and interests?  If the former, what should that curriculum contain, and how should it be institutionalized and measured?   

● Bagrut

Given the freedom offered to students, and the intellectually and textually limiting nature of the national bagrut exams, Lehava faces a serious challenge in preparing students for these exams.  While a full study of bagrut and their implications for a beit midrash program is beyond the scope of this evaluation, it should be noted that, by insisting that they take standardized tests on pre-determined materials, the system of bagrut exams seriously –

although not totally – limits the ability of a beit midrash program to allow freedom to its students. Many schools spend a great deal of their time and energy in the later high school years preparing students for these tests; such an approach, taken to an extreme, would cripple the beit midrash.  Several teachers and parents anticipated that Lehava students would be better prepared for these tests than their counterparts, because the learning and analytical skills that they develop would help them with those tests that require those skills.  When Lehava students receive their bagrut grades, we will be in a better position to judge this suspicion.
  Even if this suspicion is correct, however, Lehava is working hard to prepare students for the bagrut without sacrificing freedom and flexibility. 

Broadly speaking, there are four possible approaches, though these approaches are not mutually exclusive.  A school could adopt a different approach for any given exam, or, resources permitting, could consider different alternatives for the same exam for different students.  1) For some of the simpler bekiyut-oriented exams, students could simply prepare for the bagrut more or less independently, as part and parcel of their beit midrash learning.  Staff and mentors would have to provide extra guidance to make sure that students were effectively prepared for the tests.  2) There are teachers who have the skills to prepare students, particularly motivated students, for these tests quickly.  As Lehava did this year to some degree, a school could remove students from the beit midrash for whatever time it takes to prepare intensely and in a focused way for some exams. 3) Israel's Ministry of Education has loosened the regulations that allow students to prepare individualized projects in place of bagrut tests.  Under this option, a school could urge students to work on projects that would meet the Ministry's criteria, and could petition the authorities to allow some of that work to be recognized for bagrut credit.  4) Courses offered to beit midrash students, including those linked to a significant amount of beit midrash time, could be arranged such that the material covered overlaps largely or completely with the material on the bagrut exams.  All these approaches assume that for beit midrash students some of the bagrut exams could be the base-line upon which further learning is based, rather than the final goal.  
● Growth


Much of Lehava's success is certainly related both to the small size of the program, and the fact that many students in the program were carefully chosen (though, as noted, not all chosen participants had been model students).  As the program grows, and as other schools develop similar programs, they will have to address a number of issues which are direct results of the growing number of staff and students.  One parent explained that “The girls gain because it is a small group.” Growth, she explained, would raise challenges that Lehava and other schools will have to face.  

● Delegation of Tasks
Lehava required more administrative and coordination effort than originally anticipated.  With a small program, a single administrator was able to coordinate most of the administration, though this required a great deal of after-hours work.  In the coming years, as Lehava grows, or as batei midrash are constructed in other environments, it will become critical to effectively delegate leadership tasks so that the administrator need not take on as much, and so that each individual's job will be sustainable.  
Ongoing in-service training, provided by school-staff or by outside experts, as well as clearly articulated job descriptions for staff, are critical for this to succeed.  Staff must understand all aspects of the program – including the concepts of choice, mentoring, scaffolding, creativity, student initiative and creativity, organization, etc – and they must understand what precisely is expected of them, so that critical tasks do not fall through the cracks. They must also learn how to transfer this knowledge from the theoretical to the practical level. 

● Mentoring and Individual Attention


As Lehava discovered, mentor meetings are one of the most difficult tasks to maintain consistently.  This year, Lehava succeeded in providing individual attention for its students, in large part due to the program's small size.  Still, formal mentor meetings did not occur consistently.  Both the mentors and the students were pressed for time, and these meetings got "lost in the shuffle."  With a small program, mentoring was able to occur informally, with individual students approaching teachers whom they found congenial, and with Reisler doing much of the academic advisement for many of the students. 
While an informal approach is advantageous for a small program, allowing for maximal individuality and spontaneity, the larger the program the more difficult it will be to make due with informal advisement.  Mentoring should be formalized and institutionalized, creating relatively strict schedules and timetables, to assume that each student gets the attention she deserves.  One staff person should be responsible for coordinating the mentoring, and schools should not underestimate the time and effort this involves.  Schools must provide the staff with adequate time and space for meetings.  Since mentoring is one of the most complex of the beit midrash tasks, without adequate resources it may be the first to fall by the wayside in the triage of time.
Furthermore, schools can learn from Lehava's successes in arranging staff meetings in which staff consider and review the experiences and needs each individual student.  While Lehava's small program and staff allowed meetings in which all the staff together reviewed each and every student, and communicate about ways to help her, in Lehava's future and in other schools it might be advantageous to consider smaller staff meetings, in which each teacher speaks of the students whom he or she mentors, together with some, but not all, of the school's staff.  

● Warmth and Belonging

This year's Lehava program was characterized by a close emotional connection of the students to the program and its staff.  As the program grows, this will be more difficult to sustain.  Lehava had arranged this year, and is preparing in the future, to develop programs to foster a sense of warmth and belonging.  Shabbatonim, yemei iyun, and extracurricular activities, where students spend informal time together and with the staff, were important in creating the sense of warmth.  In coming years, these will become still more important.  Having the more experienced students take a role in aiding the newer students, emotionally and academically, would also continue to strengthen the feelings of unity. 
● Staff Meetings

The Lehava staff had weekly meetings where they discussed the students, upcoming programs, and any other issues that arose. This regular staff meeting – extremely rare on the Israeli educational scene – was critical for the academic and social growth of the program and the individual students.  Still, according to both Reisler and the other staff members, there was often a long agenda and not enough time. 
While regular staff meetings are critical to the success of a beit midrash program, large programs might consider delegating administrative and educational tasks, allowing part of the staff to meet about certain issues.  Each staff person may be less involved in every aspect of the program, but the work will proceed more efficiently.  
● Selection and Filtering of Students 

While Lehava was in theory open to any student, in practice Reisler, having taught many of the students in the past, was able to identify candidates and encourage those that she felt would succeed and thrive in this environment. Previous knowledge of the students helped Lehava select ideal candidates. (Though, as noted, not all were "model students"; many who struggled in regular classrooms thrived, or at least did well, in Lehava.)  Determining which students will be best served by a beit midrash program is an important task.  In part, Lehava began to do this by introducing younger students to the beit midrash during the once a week "mini-Lehava" program.  Observing their progress will help staff filter the student body next year.  A process of application, interviews, and workshops can help determine which students are the best candidates for growth. 
● Incoming Students

As noted, many students increased their motivation, concentration, and time on task over the course of the year.  As they understood the program better, as they became more used to the demands that were made of them, and as they came to identify with the program and its values, they became better students.  The orientation at the beginning of the year, with its gradual introduction to beit midrash learning, should certainly be a requirement for incoming students both for Lehava in future years and in parallel programs.  Similarly, any school interested in starting a parallel program would have to put together an orientation program to help students understand their new roles. 
● Student Role Modeling 


In one particular area, the growth of the program may be an advantage rather than a challenge.  The more veteran students may appreciate the chance to model the behaviors, attitudes, and enthusiasm of Lehava.  They may “perform” in a more mature or committed fashion, knowing that they serve as examples for the new students, and these new students will in turn be influenced and initiated into the program by their older peers.  Ideally, an atmosphere of seriousness and commitment in the beit midrash will help encourage this feeling of responsibility.  Institutionalizing this, by assigning specific older students to "keep an eye" on specific younger ones, or by arranging for inter-age havrutot, might contribute.   
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The cooperation between ATID and the Noga school has suggested that a beit midrash can work on at least a small scale for many high school students.  Student independence and intellectual freedom, combined with pedagogic tools designed to increase their textual and analytical skills, can create energy, motivation, and enthusiasm about Torah study.  If the resources are dedicated to the task, students can be directed to put their intellectual choice to good use, and emerge more dedicated to talmud Torah, and ultimately more committed to a life of serious mitzvah observance.  ATID and Lehava urge other schools in other contexts to experiment with similar projects.  
[image: image3.png]




Appendices

Student Questionnaire 
שם ________________ (לא חובה)

נא לענות על השאלות הבאות.

1) באילו שיעורים בתוכנית "להבה" את משתתפת? ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_______________________________________________________________
2) כמה שעות בשבוע את לומדת לימודי קודש במסגרת של שיעור, וכמה שעות בבית המדרש? _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3) מתוך שעות בבית המדרש, כמה מהן מיועדות להכנה ו/או חזרה לשיעורים, וכמה מהן מיועדות לנושאים ולימודים שבחרת בעצמך? _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4) כמה זמן בשבוע יש לך מפגש אישי עם צוות בית המדרש?  האם זה יעיל מספיק? _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5) מה את לומדת בזמן החופשי בבית המדרש?  האם את משתמשת בזמן שלך בבית המדרש בצורה יעילה? מה לדעתך יעזור לך לנצל יותר טוב את הזמן? __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

בדפים הבאים תמצאי סדרה של שאלות שלהן חמש אפשרויות לתשובה. אנא הקיפי את התשובה המתארת את נסיונך בצורה הטובה ביותר.

	אני מתייחסת ללימוד ב"להבה" בצורה רצינית מאוד.
	אני מתייחסת ללימוד ב"להבה" בצורה רצינית.
	אני מתייחסת ללימוד ב"להבה" בצורה ניטראלית.
	אני מתייחסת ללימוד ב"להבה" בצורה לא רצינית.
	אני מתייחסת ללימוד ב"להבה" בצורה מאד לא רצינית.
	האם את מתייחסת ללימוד ב"להבה" בצורה רצינית?



	אני משקיעה הרבה יותר ממה שדורשים ממני.
	אני משקיעה יותר ממה שדורשים ממני.
	אני עושה את מה שדורשים ממני.
	אני משקיעה פחות ממה שדורשים ממני. 
	אני משקיעה הרבה פחות ממה שדורשים ממני.
	האם את משקיעה ב"להבה" ככל יכולתך?



	אני משתמשת בזמן שלי בבית המדרש בצורה יעילה מאד.
	אני משתמשת בזמן שלי בבית המדרש בצורה יעילה.
	אני משתמשת בזמן שלי בבית המדרש בצורה סבירה.
	אני משמתשת בזמן שלי בבית המדרש בצורה לא יעילה.
	אני משתמשת בזמן שלי בבית המדרש בצורה מאד  לא יעילה.
	בבית המדרש, כשאת לומדת בחברותא או לבד, האם את לומדת ברצינות וביעילות? 



	הם עוזרים לי מאד ללמוד.


	הם עוזרים לי ללמוד.
	הם לא עוזרים ולא מזיקים ללמוד.
	הם מפריעים ללמוד.
	הם מפריעים מאד ללמוד.
	האם התגובות, המשוב, וההערכה שאת מקבלת מצוות "להבה" עוזרים לך ללמוד יותר טוב? 


	ההדרכה בבית המדרש היא מעבר לנדרש.
	ההדרכה בבית המדרש מספיקה.
	לא חסרה לי הדרכה בבית המדרש.
	חסרה לי הדרכה בבית המדרש.
	חסרה לי הרבה מאד הדרכה בבית במדרש.
	האם יש לך מספיק הדרכה בבית המדרש?



	ההדרכה בבית המדרש יעילה מאד.
	ההדרכה בבית המדרש יעילה.
	ההדרכה בבית המדרש סבירה.
	ההדרכה בבית המדרש לא יעילה.
	ההדרכה בבית המדרש מאד לא יעילה.
	האם ההדרכה שיש בבית המדרש יעילה?



	אני מאוד מרוצה מתכנית "להבה".
	אני מרוצה מתכנית "להבה".
	תוכנית "להבה" אינה גורמת לי תחושות מיוחדות.
	אני לא מרוצה מתכנית "להבה".
	אני מאד לא מרוצה מתכנית "להבה".
	האם את מרוצה מתכנית "להבה"?



	אני מרגישה קשר רגשי חיובי מאד כלפי הלימוד בבית המדרש.
	אני מרגישה קשר רגשי חיובי כלפי הלימוד בבית המדרש.  
	אני לא מרגישה קשר רגשי כלפי הלימוד בבית המדרש.
	אני מרגישה קשר רגשי שלילי כלפי הלימוד בבית המדרש.
	אני מרגישה קשר רגשי שלילי מאד כלפי הלימוד בבית המדרש.
	איזה קשר רגשי את מרגישה  ללימוד בבית המדרש?




	אני מרגישה מאד בנח בבית המדרש.
	אני מרגישה בנח בחדר בית המדרש.
	אינני מרגישה כלום כלפי חדר בית המדרש.
	אני מרגישה שלא בנח בחדר בית המדרש.
	אני מרגישה מאד שלא בנח בחדר בית המדרש.
	איך חדר בית המדרש גורם לך להרגיש?



	אני מרגישה קרבה מיוחדת לתלמידות בתכנית "להבה".
	אני מסתדרת עם התלמידות בתכנית "להבה".
	אני לא מרגישה קשר מיוחד לתלמידות בתכנית "להבה".
	אני לא מסתדרת עם התלמידות בתכנית "להבה".
	אני לא  סובלת את התלמידות בתכנית "להבה".
	איך את מסתדרת עם התלמידות בתכנית "להבה"?



	אני מרגישה קרבה מיוחדת לצוות "להבה".
	אני מסתדרת עם צוות "להבה".
	אני לא מרגישה קשר מיוחד לצוות "להבה".
	אני לא מסתדרת עם צוות "להבה".
	אני לא סובלת את צוות "להבה".
	כיצד את מסתדרת עם צוות "להבה"?



	החונכת שלי השפיעה עלי מאד לטובה. 
	החונכת שלי השפיעה עלי לטובה.
	החונכת שלי לא השפיעה עלי, לא לטובה ולא לרעה.
	החונכת שלי השפיעה עלי לרע.
	החונכת שלי השפיעה עלי מאד לרע.
	איך השפיעה עליך החונכת שלך?

	אני רואה את צוות "להבה" כדמויות לחיקוי חיוביות מאד.
	אני רואה את צוות "להבה" כדמויות לחיקוי חיוביות.
	אינני רואה את צוות "להבה" כדמויות לחיקוי.
	אני רואה את צוות "להבה" כדמויות שליליות.
	אני רואה את צוות "להבה" כדמויות שליליות מאד.
	האם את רואה את צוות "להבה" כדמויות לחיקוי עבורך?



	"להבה" הרבה יותר רצינית, מבחינה אינטלקטואלית משיעור רגיל.
	"להבה" יותר רצינית, מבחינה אינטלקטואלית משיעור רגיל.
	"להבה" לא יותר רצינית, מבחינה אינטלקטואלית משיעור רגיל.
	"להבה" פחות רצינית, מבחינה אינטלקטואלית  משיעור רגיל.
	"להבה" הרבה פחות רצינית, מבחינה אינטלקטואלית משיעור רגיל.
	האם את מוצאת את הלימוד ב"להבה" כרציני באופן אינטלקטואלי?



	האווירה בבית המדרש מאד טובה ומאד חיובית.


	האווירה בבית המדרש טובה וחיובית.


	האווירה בבית המדרש ניטרלית.


	האווירה בבית המדרש משעממת וחסרת חיים.


	האווירה בבית המדרש מאד משעממת וחסרת חיים.


	איך האווירה בבית המדרש?




מה ההערכה הכללית שלך לגבי תוכנית "להבה"? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

האם יש דברים ספציפיים ב"להבה" שאת אוהבת ?  

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

האם יש דברים ספציפיים ב"להבה" שאת לא אוהבת או שמפריעים לך?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

האם היית ממליצה על תוכנית "להבה" לבנות אחרות?  למה?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

מה עוד היית רוצה להגיד לנו על תוכנית "להבה", ולא הגיע לידי ביטוי בשאלון?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

תודה על שטוף הפעולה ובהצלחה בהמשך הלימודים!
Parents' Questionnaire
הבת שלנו לומדת בכיתה ט או י (נא להקיף בעיגול אפשרות אחת)

1) מהן התחושות הכלליות שלכם לגבי התוכנית?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2) האם ההחלטה להצטרף לתוכנית הייתה שלכם או של בתכם? _______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

3) אילו גורמים השפיעו על ההחלטה להצטרף לתוכנית?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4) האם אתם מרוצים מהתוכנית?  למה?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

 5) מנקודת מבטכם, האם בתכם רוכשת מיומנויות לימודיות ב'להבה'?  האם אתם מרגישים שהמוטיבציה שלה ללמוד גברה או פחתה?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6) ממה שאתם רואים, איך השתנתה החוויה הבית ספרית של בתכם מהשנה שעברה לשנה זו?  האם לדעתכם שינויים אלו קשורים לתוכנית 'להבה'?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7) האם, לדעתכם, תוכנית 'להבה' השפיעה על רמת המחויבות הדתית של בתכם?  האם יש שינויים אחרים בבתכם שאתם משייכים ל'להבה'?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

8) האם הייתם ממליצים לבנות אחרות להצטרף ל'להבה'?  למה?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

9) למיטב ידיעתכם, מהם היתרונות והחסרונות של תוכנית מסוג זה?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

10) איך הייתם משנים את 'להבה' לו יכולתם?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

11) אנא שתפו אותנו בתחושות, במחשבות, או בביקורת שעלינו לשמוע.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

12) האם אתם מוכנים להתראיין כחלק מההערכה של תוכנית 'להבה'?  אם כן, אנא רשמו שם ומספר טלפון.

____________________________________________________________
Student Work: Example 1
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Student Work: Example 2
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(In the original work, highlighting and printing in different colors highlighted literary and thematic parallels between pesukim. Unfortunately, this aspect is lost in black and white.)
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� �© 2005 ATID. 


For more information about ATID's school initiatives, please visit www.atid.org.





� Interviews of Marasha, Friedman, and Luria were conducted in Hebrew. The interviews of the students were conducted in whichever language the student felt most comfortable. For the sake of convenience, we have translated their quotes. Reisler and Ekstein were interviewed in English.


� For a more expansive discussion of these tasks, see Reisler's essay, "From Within the Fire."


� Students received their grades on the first of many bagrut exams only after completion of this evaluation.  They actually did quite well.
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