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PREFACE
IT HAS LONG BEEN OUR CONVICTION that innovation and reform in Torah education require us to articulate a vision of the ideal. Instead of tinkering with what currently exists, we may be better served by thinking about what might be possible, and we must stretch our imaginations in doing so.  Jewish day schools in the Diaspora, as well as in Israel, generally follow a fairly rigid model. With certain variables (e.g., all kodesh in the morning, or interspersed throughout the day), the rhythm of school life is fairly standard for all students. 

	           There may be very good reasons for this default option, economic considerations being not least amongst them. Still, we contend that imagining new structures for Jewish schools may break open those rigid molds, and may
	Imagining new structures for Jewish schools may break open rigid molds, and may enable us to develop alternative models.

	enable us to develop alternative models. Since thinking about how education ought to happen is a prerequisite for education happening well, ATID has invested much energy in order to develop the proposal we present herein.


In part, our proposal is a response to particular problems that exist in the current system.  There is a perceived crisis in Jewish education both in Israel and in the Diaspora, which manifests itself in a lack of observance, weak commitment to Torah learning, and a lack of text skills and knowledge in our students.  However, we also believe that the suggestions we present here are potentially effective, irrespective of any particular problem the system may be experiencing.  Our tentative conclusions are that the beit midrash is a model that has long served the Torah learning community, and we would do well to adopt and modify it for our high school students.  We believe that a high school beit midrash can be invigorating for certain 
	A beit midrash can be invigorating for certain students, and encourage them to find Torah study to be meaningful and worthwhile.
	students.  It can develop their text skills, and—more significantly—encourage them to find Torah study to be meaningful and worthwhile.  We have developed a school model that 


	concretizes and exemplifies the type of learning that we would like to see in high schools. While based in part upon some traditional ideas, our proposed models are new to contemporary Jewish education.
	While based in part upon some traditional ideas, our proposed models are new to contemporary Jewish education.


In preparing these models, we have visited schools in Israel and North America; we have grappled with the literature from relevant academic disciplines; and we have met with thoughtful educators and struggled with their comments on our ongoing work.  Our proposed model is admittedly radical, but we have also offered some more moderate suggestions that might impact on more conventional schools.  Still, we believe that the more radical model can indeed be implemented.  While no responsible educator would put forth a proposal claiming to be a magic solution for all students (ours clearly is not), we believe that this proposal can improve Jewish schools, Torah learning, and religious life for many. 
In September 2004, ATID will launch an experimental track in an Israeli high school in order to implement, test, and evaluate the ways in which these ideas can work in practice. Ultimately, ATID would like to establish a new school along this model.  We hope that these initiatives can serve as a model and launching pad for others.  In Jewish education this has often proven to be the most effective way of introducing change.  Success, should we achieve it, will bring imitators.  
At this stage, we are making this draft proposal available to select educators and policy makers, in order to elicit feedback and critique.  We hope that you will share your reactions, comments, and criticisms with us. Please do not hesitate to contact our office for any further information.
	Rabbi Chaim Brovender

President, ATID
	Rabbi Jeffrey Saks

Director
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Beit Midrash: Theory and Practice
אשר קדשנו במצותיו וצוונו לעסוק בדברי תורה
JEWS ARE COMMANDED "la'asok bedivrei Torah", to be involved and immersed in words of Torah.  There is more to the mitzvah of talmud Torah than recall of information.  La'asok includes a number of elements, which might be conceptually distinguished but are in fact utterly interdependent.  

Experientially, la'asok bedivrei Torah means spending time immersed in Torah, and finding that time to be valuable and meaningful.  Since Torah is endless and nobody ever "finishes" learning, the very act of sitting and learning fulfills the commandment, unrelated to the amount of ground covered and the quantity of material recalled.  Emotionally, this experience should be invigorating, exciting, and passionate.  A person should come to develop a personal relationship to Torah, which will include feelings of respect and love as well as attachment to Torah and those who know and teach it.  

Intellectually, fulfilling this mitzvah involves both knowledge and textual competence.  Immersion in learning requires the ability to read, understand, unpack, and analyze texts; the talents to synthesize the information into a broader whole; and the capability to recall information.  Normatively, Torah study changes how we behave.  This implies both to dedication to precise observance of mitzvot and to growth in the realm of interpersonal behavior and general mentschlechkeit.  Socially, an immersion in Torah should impact on a person's identity and sense-of-self.   A student of Torah should feel a part of the Jewish people and the community of learners, today and throughout the ages.  Rav Soloveitchik even describes his personal relationship with the great Torah teachers of the past.
  Further, the Mishnah's claim that Torah is acquired through "diqduq haverim" (Mishnah Avot 6:5) points to the sense of attachment that a learner has with those with whom he or she learns.  A person should come to feel a deep relationship with fellow students and with teachers, who assist each other in understanding God's word.  Indeed, according to Rambam, there is a specific commandment to "become attached to hakhamim, to spend time with them, and to consistently sit with them."

For the sake of conversation, it may be possible to distinguish between these elements.  In practice, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  An authentic experience of Torah study synthesizes all of these elements into a holistic totality that can change people's lives.

What can we do to encourage our students to experience learning in this way?  Are high-schools either designed or capable of creating such an atmosphere?  Do standard high schools leave students with a sense that Torah study is important?  Are there alternative educational formats that might promote these goals more effectively?

Beit Midrash as a Place of Torah Study

We would like to suggest that the beit midrash has been such a critical educational institution for Jews because it is uniquely suited to having this kind of experience.  This paper will propose a model of a beit midrash that might help lead students to deeper immersion into 'esek bedivrei Torah.  

When one imagines a beit midrash, one thinks of a large room full of books, benches, and tables, in which many students – some older, some younger, some more advanced, some less advanced – learn Torah with and in the presence of their teachers.  The beit midrash is an educational institution which allows students the freedom to explore, question, and challenge, within a traditional atmosphere conducive to the authority of Torah and the sanctity of the endeavor.  

The beit midrash matches the intellectual aims of talmud Torah.  Batei midrash encourage student-centered learning, in which students do most of the work and in which classes and lectures occupy only minimal time.  This propels students toward excellence, both in terms of textual skills and in terms of overall knowledge.  The beit midrash also captures the oral nature of Torah study, allowing for conversation, dialogue, critique, and argument between learners and their peers, sharpening the quality of the learning.  In other words, the beit midrash is the best place to become a talmid hakham. 

Normatively, the beit midrash accomplishes two related goals.  One is the furtherance of shemirat ha-mitzvot.  Knowledge of halakhah and greater understanding of the halakhic system, combined with a positive halakhic culture, foster Torah observance.  The second function is to inculcate the values and practices found in Torah and benei Torah within each learner, influencing character traits and interpersonal behaviors in consonance with but perhaps not dictated by the letter of the law.  The beit midrash, like the Torah which is studied therein, works to mold the character of its students.   Batei midrash have often increased students' halakhic commitment, and improved the intense work on personal piety and self-development.  

The emotional impact of the beit midrash upon the individual is immeasurable, yet palpable.  Students who succeed in batei midrash can gain respect and love for Torah – "mah ahavti Toratekha" and "lulei Toratkha sha'ashuai"(Tehillim 119: 92 and 97).   The participants are moved by the grandeur of the endeavor and by their own ability to play a genuine role.  The atmosphere in the beit midrash is contagious, creating enthusiasm and excitement for what is, and passion and zeal for what could be.

The institution of the beit midrash combines socialization to normative practice with intellectual striving and emotional involvement.  In a beit midrash, there are significant encounters between learners and their teachers and mentors, and between Torah scholars throughout the generations.  This results in the creation of community for the group, and a sense of belonging and identity for the individual.  In part, this derives from the student body, learners of all ages and levels who gather in a cacophony of sound and purpose.  It also involves the attachment to rebbeim, to mentors who embody Torah and can serve as role models.  In addition, there is a sense of attachment to and continuity with the past, the community of Torah students from time immemorial.  

The beit midrash in an immersion environment.  The fact that the beit midrash is never "closed" and that class is never truly "over" can encourage students to maximize their time and energy for study.  Students in batei midrash spend many hours, day and night, learning Torah.  The significance of the experiential aspect of this style of learning cannot be overstated.  The beit midrash is more than a room, a convenient place in which to store books or a meet a study partner.  A beit midrash reflects both the intellectual enterprise of Torah study, as well as the affective elements mentioned.  Not all students become talmidei hakhamim, but the beit midrash can be a transformative experience even for those who do not.  The very noise produced in a beit midrash contributes to the ambience.  Students can come to feel attached to the Torah that they learn, to the mentors and peers with whom they came in contact, and to the atmosphere of the beit midrash and the values which it represents.  
A key to the beit midrash experience is the freedom enjoyed by the learners.  The beit midrash is a relatively open environment, in which students pursue their studies alone or with a havruta.  At times, their learning is related in some way to what other students are learning.  At other times, it is not.  The spirit of "hanokh lana'ar 'al pi darko" (Mishlei 22:6) can permeat a beit midrash, because students are encouraged to pursue their own particular interests in wide areas of Torah study.  This allows students to proceed at their own pace in and in their own style and in a way that will develop his or her own individuality.  "Education is not the same for all youth.  It depends on the nature, character, and traits of each and every youth."
  Furthermore, this open-ended beit midrash reflects the endless character of Torah study, one of the mitzvot "she'in lahem shi'ur" (Peah 1:1), and which always requires renewed analysis and conversation to uncover new angles and readings.  

The freedom in the beit midrash, the conversations and arguments between havrutot, the ability to move seamlessly between different books, commentaries, and sources, and the open-ended nature of the learning all make the beit midrash particularly compatible with the mitzvah of Talmud Torah. Similarly, as discussed above, the beit midrash experience raises the level of the learning and impacts positively upon the learners as shomerei mitzvot and benei Torah.  The collective student body, and their immersion into the beit midrash environment, creates a sense of collegiality, of belonging, of attachment, both to the Torah and to the particular beit midrash in which it is learned.  

This idealized image of a beit midrash is, of course, an a-historical generalization, and real batei midrash have changed structure, style and form, depending on the student body, the style of learning, and the socio-intellectual atmosphere.
  Batei midrash have never been for everybody, and even in the best ones some students fall through the cracks or fail.  Still, generally speaking, Torah study seems uniquely suited for beit midrash style learning.

Advantages of Beit Midrash in High Schools

The beit midrash model is radically different from a typical high school program (and even from the beit midrash component in many existing high schools).  The flexibility, freedom, self-discipline, openness, and sense of purpose that can exist in a beit midrash are seriously diminished in a typical school environment.  With the possible exception of a few elective courses or independent projects, students are told what to study.  The teacher’s teaching style frequently dictates the student’s learning style.  Further, judging from the carefully mapped schedule of the typical high school student, there is little room for choice in terms of time apportionment.  

By adapting the beit midrash for contemporary Orthodox high school students, we hope to take advantage of the inherent compatibility between Torah study and the beit midrash, and maintain a sense of continuity with the Jewish learning of the past.   

We would like to exploit the open-endedness and intellectual freedom of the beit midrash for maximum educational gain.  The things that make the beit midrash well-suited for talmud Torah apply equally to today’s high school student.  After all, the benefits outlined above, in the areas of intellect, practice, emotions, community, and experience, are things we want to inculcate in our students, who are the future adult members and leaders of our communities.  Additionally, the element of choice, or freedom, can play a motivational role in getting students to want to learn. 

We expect that the freedom of the beit midrash can lead to a number of direct pedagogic advantages for today's high-school students.  It can 1) increase student choice about learning, 2) increase student independence in learning, and 3) increase student responsibility for learning.  Research in general education has shown that students with greater control over and independence in their learning gain greater ownership over their learning and an increased sense of attachment to their learning.

Increasing choice about learning allows students to pursue learning that they find interesting and meaningful.  As the Gemara describes, "A person studies Torah only from a place where his heart desires" ('Avodah Zarah 19a).  Increasing students' independence can provide students with the tools and study habits to continue Torah study outside of formalized school environments, and into their adult lives.  Increasing student responsibility can help motivate them to do so.  In short, increasing students' investment in and control over their learning can help make what they learn truly a part of themselves and their lives.

Furthermore, students who learn with this sense of attachment, meaning, and belonging, can also become more knowledgeable than their counterparts outside the beit midrash.  A more motivated student will learn more material, more quickly, and with greater depth.
 
Most significantly, we believe that the beit midrash can improve school climate and the social experience of being in schools.  We hope to capture some of the mood and feel of a traditional beit midrash for our high school students.  Of course, a bunch of students in a room full of books and staff does not a beit midrash make.  However, taking a group of energetic youth and introducing them to a beit midrash which is pulsating with sound and purpose has the potential to initiate them into and turn them on to the world of talmud Torah.
 The atmosphere and the role models can have significant, indeed decisive, impact on the developing personalities and values of our teens.  Staff and older students who model pursuit of excellence, hatmadah, ongoing pursuit of wisdom, and intellectual odyssey - the experience that characterizes the best independent learning - can also serve as a model for their futures.  The experience of beit midrash learning can be empowering, making students capable and excited about studying Torah on their own.  If the beit midrash works well, students will become attached not only to the material they have learned and the projects they have done, but to the place in which they learned and the people with whom they share that place.  If we can create an active, passionate, dedicated, and exciting learning environment, we improve our chances of educating the kind of alumni we would like to see.  

Challenges in the High-School Beit Midrash
Attempting to build a beit midrash for high school students will lead to inescapable challenges and problems.  An open-ended beit midrash assumes that learners are largely self-motivated, that they have high levels of responsibility, and possess independent text-skills.  Many high school students lack these particular qualities.  High school students cannot be expected to have the motivation and focus necessary to sit for hours on end in a traditional mode of learning.  Thus, many schools that in theory favor havruta learning implement it in very limited amounts, and with very closely directed assignments.
  The task of adapting the beit midrash for high school students is not simple.  If students were able and willing to study Torah at a high level on their own, schools would look very different than they do.  Schools and standard classrooms, in their relatively formalized and structured patterns, provide the institutional infrastructure, the accountability, and the resources that can compensate for the students' individual lack of motivation, stamina, and skills.  In schools, teachers can "hold the students' hands", providing guidance to help students do what they cannot yet do on their own.  But, with all these advantages, high school can become too formalized and scripted, diminishing from the advantages that a beit midrash might have.
The challenge, then, will be to find the right balance, to take advantage of what institutionalized schooling environments have to offer, while maximizing students' personal growth and independence in the context of a high school beit midrash.  
Trends in Contemporary Education Theory

Some trends in the world of general education can help us find this balance.  In particular, these contemporary theories can provide tools for overcoming the challenges to a high school beit midrash. Contemporary theories abound which emphasize student independence in learning.  These theories are associated with different pedagogic models, such as constructivism, project-based learning, self-directed learning, cooperative learning, multiple intelligences, home schooling, and contract learning.  While each model contains its own nuances, they share certain common denominators, which involve the empowerment of students as independent learners. Some of these tools fit naturally into a beit midrash environment, and some can be modified for use in the beit midrash. 
 

According to these theories, students should do the work. The more the teacher processes the information, the more the student becomes dependent on the teacher, which ultimately defeats the purpose of education.  The more active the student is in the preparation and processing of information, the higher the quality of the learning.  Hence, students should be given primary sources to explain and authentic problems to solve (all, of course, to the extent that it is possible), rather than pre-digested secondary sources or artificially constructed questions with artificial answers. Students should work to discover by themselves what more experienced adults have worked to discover. 

These theories also emphasize that process can be more important than content.  A student who is trained to find and process information on his or her own will be able to use those skills into the future to continue learning into adulthood.  In particular, teachers can help students develop skills in "metacognition": the ability to self-consciously plan, monitor, criticize, and reflect on one's own intellectual activities.  
Further, students should have a measure of control over subject matter and style of learning.  Students should spend their time working on projects that match their inclinations, talents, and interests.  Students should be given increased control over what they learn, how they process and present their studies, and how their work is evaluated.  
Learning should also imitate real-world activities.  Standard schooling, in contradistinction to learning outside of school, is "symbol oriented instead of tool oriented; decontextualized instead of context bound; individual instead of group learning; [and] general instead of problem-specific learning."
  Traditional education, with its sharp distinctions between subject matters and its emphasis on strictly cognitive education, creates discontinuity between the world of schools and the world of adults.  Education should encourage students to imitate adult behavior.  This style has become a mainstay of science classrooms, but also stands behind fictitious stock portfolios students manage, mock trials which they run, and businesses which they might operate.  Of necessity, this will begin to break down the strictly defined walls between academic disciplines, and encourage students to work on elaborate projects that adults might even find useful.  

The more open-ended nature of the student projects requires alternative methods of evaluation.
  Letter and number grades merely quantify recall of information, but cannot reflect on the process of learning, the developing personality of the student, and the internalization of the subject matter.  Since this educational approach imitates more complex real-world activities, feedback should reflect the complexities of the work done, and should be performed with an eye toward improvement of student work in the future.  Evaluation should be weighted towards methods that are formative rather than summative, not merely measuring what students have done but empowering them to improve in the future.  Further, students should evaluate their own work to the extent possible, because self-directed learning requires an ability to reflect on past successes and failures, and to learn from them.  

These educational theorists have done extensive work determining what kind of support students need in order to work with maximal independence – an issue of critical importance for our beit midrash.  In these models of education, teachers become facilitators, helping to provide the experience, tools, and resources to enable students to learn for themselves. Some of the literature speaks of this as “scaffolding,” the framework and support system that allows students to climb on their own.
  
These educational theorists have developed a wide vocabulary and diverse collection of tools with which to make scaffolding as effective and efficient as possible.  In thinking through the details of our proposed beit midrash we will draw on these theories for guidance and suggestions.  "Ei efshar leveit hamidrash belo hidush" (Hagiga 3a) – and part of our hiddush will involve using some of these tools to make the beit midrash compatible with today's high school students. 

Still, the challenges to providing adequate scaffolding in limmudei kodesh are even greater than in limmudei hol.  Torah texts – like Gemara, Rishonim, Halakhic literature – are particularly dense, difficult, and not easily accessible.  They require a high level of textual skills, as well as literary and hermeneutic assumptions that are often not intuitive to either high school students or adults.  In contrast, in general education there is a wider array of relatively accessible sources from which to choose.  This problem is accentuated by an ideological commitment among many educators to learning Torah in its original language, despite the fact that most students, even Israelis fluent in Hebrew, do not speak in the idiom of Torah sources.  In order to have any level of success in independent Torah learning, a body of basic skills and knowledge is needed.    
Furthermore, as Torah educators, we should not adopt these educational models wholeheartedly, even if they can be useful.  We want to avoid the extremism, relativism, and radical individualism implicit in some of these models.  A Torah educational system must work to balance the commitment to student's independence and individuality with the need for acceptance of authority and attachment to community.  Alongside the affinity for independence that is inherent to Torah learning, Orthodox Judaism is also grounded in authority.  This tension must be reflected in the school environment.  While students can be given free rein to study the texts that they want, we would like them to become attached to traditional interpretation and methods of learning.  There are certain time-honored ways of reading texts, and we would like to encourage students to become familiar with and adopt them (in addition, at times, to more novel ways of learning).  Particularly, in term of normative halakhic practice, independent decision-making by high school students is not the desired goal.  Thus, Orthodox educational environments must work to balance autonomy and heteronomy, intellectual freedom and attachment to traditional ways.  In any case, in the modern world of almost unlimited choice, schools must leave adequate room for student choice and individuality, lest they come to see Torah as an island of conformism and obligation within the outside world's sea of freedom.  

Furthermore, over the course of centuries Torah study has developed traditional texts, methodologies, and approaches.  We do not want to replace our commitment to the axiological value of traditional Torah study with a commitment to other activities, and we do not want to replace the traditional methods of Torah study with whatever happens to motivate a particular student.  We want students to be able to learn a halakhic sugya in a traditional fashion, even as we might encourage them – for both educational and aesthetic reasons - afterward to produce, say, art that is inspired by that sugya.  
The position of these authors, then, is both deeply conservative and deeply innovative.  We are conservative, in the sense that we adopt the model of the beit midrash, a model which is grounded in thousands of years of Jewish tradition.  Further, we are conservative in our preference for the study of traditional texts using traditional methodologies.  At the same time, we are calling for innovation, radical innovation, in hope of improving on some weaknesses in current yeshivah high school educational practice.  Our proposal to adopt and adapt the beit midrash for a contemporary high school setting is deeply influenced by new trends in contemporary educational theory.  Schools are usually conservative institutions, tending to follow established patterns of pedagogic practice.  Orthodox institutions are doubly conservative, attached, by their very nature, to traditions of the past.  Yet, this can be stifling and self-defeating, when a knee-jerk conservatism leads to reactive, rather than pro-active, educational development.  

In the coming chapters, we will suggest a model for a school that revolves almost entirely around a beit midrash.  This school will look substantially different from typical existing day schools.  It would require a unique staff and more funding than the average existing school, which would make it difficult to implement under existing conditions in many settings. We will also offer some less radical suggestions that might enable existing schools to implement these suggestions to a less extreme degree. Yet, we think that a school in the more radical model could be constructed, and ATID intends to build just such a school in the future.  In advance of this project, we are working in tandem with an innovative girls' high school in Israel, on a pilot project that will serve as a testing ground for some of these theories.  In the future, we hope to publish documentation this ongoing experiment, describing the ways in which our ideas were able to be realized, or require modification.  

By making these deliberations – past, present, and future – available to the public, we hope to have a broader impact on the community of educators.  In schools with other institutional patterns, we hope that this position paper will challenge some of the givens of existing practice, thereby generating new thinking about yeshiva high school education. We hope that this initial piece will encourage educators to reflect on these educational suggestions, in the process learning something about their own pedagogic procedures.  We hope that the process of analyzing, thinking about, and critiquing this model can help raise Orthodox educational practice to a new level of self-reflection and professionalism.  Thinking about how education ought to happen is a prerequisite for education happening well.  
Beit Midrash as a High School: The Proposed Model

WE HAVE DEVELOPED a school model that will attempt to put these ideas into practice.  This is a radical model, in that it entails restructuring the ways in which Jewish Studies are taught.  This school exemplifies traditional Torah learning combined with innovations to maximize levels of student interest, commitment, and involvement.  The following is a brief presentation of the school, to make it easier to follow the more extended discussion of each element afterwards.  This school is decidedly not for everyone, but we expect the school to attract a cadre of motivated students, and/or students who find regular high schools to be stifling.  While students who are motivated to learn before they enter the school are the obvious candidates for this type of program, it is our claim that the school structure and environment that we propose have the power to increase and enhance the motivation of most students.  The school could work for a co-ed or single sex environment, depending on the ideology of the founders and/or demographic considerations.
In this school, the focal point is the beit midrash.  Students spend much of their limmudei kodesh time in this environment, and pursue various types of learning under the guidance of teachers and mentors.  A key element of this program is choice, and students decide to a large extent what they will learn and how they will apportion their time, within certain parameters.

The only required classes are what we will call methodology classes.  These are a prescribed series of seminars in each subject area that are designed to give the students the skills that they need to successfully learn in the beit midrash.  The methodology classes focus almost exclusively on guiding students in the reading and processing texts on their own, at the expense knowledge and recall of a particular text.  The class may draw upon examples from texts throughout the discipline, and train the students to understand and apply skills in a variety of contexts.  These are semester-long courses, and they are offered on a rotating basis.  Each student must take these sequentially, and may place out of a lower level by demonstrating competence in the application of the particular skills in question.  Similarly, especially in a school outside of Israel, there is a required Hebrew Language sequence.

There are also optional subject matter classes in each discipline, offered on several levels.  These exist with the understanding that it takes time to acclimate to life in the beit midrash.  Some students will take advantage of these options either because they want a classroom environment or because they need a break from the beit midrash.  Further, these classes provide students with the opportunities to learn more directly from teachers, who can serve as role models and rebbeim for the students, and who can model more advanced learning techniques that students could not yet imitate in the beit midrash.  
All of the classes are multi-age.  It is assumed that lowerclassmen will populate most of the lower level classes, and that the higher level classes will have a majority of upperclassmen.  It is also anticipated that the proportion of class time to beit midrash time will decrease for each student as s/he grows in ability and maturity.

The rest of the time, anywhere from approximately six to fifteen hours per week, is spent in the beit midrash, depending on the pace at which a given student takes the required methodology classes, the inclination of the student, how many optional classes s/he chooses to take, and the total amount of hours the school dedicates to limmudei kodesh.  The schedule of a younger student might be more heavily weighted towards classes, while upperclassmen will spend a greater percentage of their time in the beit midrash.  It is estimated that about half of the student body will be in the beit midrash at any given time.

While in the beit midrash, students may pursue goals in learning, by text or by topic, alone or with a havruta.  It is clear that incoming high school students, or even their more senior counterparts, cannot be expected to accomplish this independently.  Thus, they are provided with a great deal of support in their learning.  The beit midrash staff is carefully trained to provide assistance when necessary, but only the minimum amount that the particular student needs, preserving the maximum independence possible.  This "scaffolding" will be gradually faded, as the student gains greater competence and comfort with the texts.  There are also options available that are slightly more structured, such as pre-prepared "independent study units"; secondary sources to read and analyze; small-group work and group projects; research papers; and "multiple intelligence projects," which involve the combining of textual study with some other way of learning, such as drawing or music.  
There is a bekiut requirement in each area of study, and students spend time in the beit midrash learning this material, with the help of translations or other study aids as necessary.  Students are tested on books of Tanakh, tractates of Mishnah, pages or chapters of Gemara, and selected portions of halakhic texts that focus upon halakhah le-ma'aseh.

Assessment in this school is portfolio based.  This portfolio, which is more fully presented below, includes culminating activities from various classes as well as documenting the student's beit midrash activities.  Any "final products," such as research papers, bekiut tests, and multiple intelligence projects, are included.  There is also more process-oriented documentation for which the student is responsible, including anecdotal assessments, reflective summaries of the learning, accounts of learning that did not proceed as anticipated, and weekly progress reports that indicate how the student spent the time in the beit midrash during the previous week and what s/he intends to pursue over the course of the next week.  Faculty members also contribute anecdotal assessments and progress reports to the portfolio.

In addition to classroom teachers who also spend time in the beit midrash, there are several levels of staff to support the independent learning.  There is junior staff, perhaps an in-house kollel, who are present to assist students in finding answers to their questions about the meaning of the text or where to look next.  There are resource people, who specialize in content on the one hand and pedagogy on the other, to assist students and teachers alike in the preparation of materials for optimal independent learning implementation.  In addition to staff presence to bolster the support given to student learners, the various staff members also sit and learn in the beit midrash, contributing to the creation of an authentic beit midrash atmosphere.

Perhaps the most unique staff position is that of mentor.  Each student is assigned a mentor, whose job it is, broadly, to supervise and stimulate the student's academic and personal growth.  The role of the mentor, discussed below at greater length, extends to five primary areas of responsibility: academic advisement, assessment, weekly meetings, troubleshooting, and stimulating student intellectual and emotional growth.

The Beit Midrash

This school model represents a radical departure, in terms of both structure and content, from the accepted practice in high schools throughout Israel and the Diaspora.  The centerpiece of the program is the beit midrash, an active, vibrant, ever-changing learning environment which combines the tradition of talmud Torah with some trends in contemporary educational theory.  The students are offered a range of learning activities, and are encouraged to develop their own, in consultation with their mentors.  Students may learn alone, with havrutot, or in small groups, and are encouraged to learn with both older and younger students, reaping the benefits of different types of peer teaching.

Suggested Learning Activities
The following section contains descriptions of some of the programs that are available to students in the beit midrash.  This is intended to illustrate what may be done and to provide a more detailed picture of how the students spend their time.  As the school develops, this list can be expanded or contracted.  Further, students who develop good ideas or who enjoy what they are doing will undoubtedly influence their peers, allowing a positive culture and atmosphere to pervade the entire beit midrash.   The goal of these suggestions is primarily to create structure and direction for students' learning. 
"O Havruta O Mituta"
: Havruta Learning as the Mainstay of the Beit Midrash
Students who want to learn a particular sefer or particular collection of sources are encouraged to do so in a havruta format.  This could be a method of preparing for bekiut exams, or a way of applying what they learn in methodology classes, with each student in a methodology class choosing a text in that discipline to learn independently.  It could also be more loosely defined, in the same way that a havruta in a yeshivah gevohah or in adulthood might get together periodically to work their way through a particular book or topic.  There is no final project or outcome other than the learning itself, although students are always encouraged to present their learning to their peers.  It is possible to have many different people doing different things simultaneously in the beit midrash, and still create the energy and motivation of everybody being involved in worthwhile Torah study together.   
If students are learning well and using their time, they have maximal freedom to proceed at their pace, and follow leads that interest them, though the learning should not lose its focus entirely.  Time spent freely exploring sources, following leads where they go, and learning things that seem to be of interest for the moment is not a waste of time, but part and parcel of the learning process.  Staff and mentors encourage this process-oriented learning, as it most closely resembles authentic havruta learning, and the Torah lishmah that stands at the center of our religious worldview.   

By the same token, in a high-school setting, there must be accountability. Therefore, students include in their portfolios an outline of what material they covered, and perhaps a summary of conversations that they had about the learning or what they found most interesting.  This is a semi-formal written account, in addition to ongoing contact with the mentor and other staff members within the beit midrash.
Harvruta learning is also an important social-emotional factor in the growth of our students.  As suggested in general theories of cooperative learning, the relationships between students who learn together, the mutual assistance that they provide for one another, and the intellectual challenge created by peer learning, can be important factors in social and emotional growth, and can help students link their intellectual learning with the larger sense of social belonging.
  

Structured Options: Increased Direction

Many students, particularly younger ones, lack the text skills, motivation, and self-discipline to proceed independently with loosely-defined learning goals.  Therefore, the beit midrash includes some options that provide more structure, in that the student is given the materials to learn and process rather than accessing them independently.

1) Independent Study Units (ISUs)  These are pre-prepared materials which students may be directed to take from the shelf and learn.  The level to which the student is involved creatively varies with the materials.  At one extreme might be a workbook, in which the student reads materials and works on pre-planned questions or assignments.  A student might take pre-existing curricular materials, such as a high-school Jewish history textbook, on-line courses, or resources from Israel's Open University or Misrad Ha-Hinnukh, and try to learn from those materials.  Things might also be more open-ended.  For example, there could be sourcebooks on various topics presenting short selections of primary Jewish sources on a given current issue, together with some leading questions.  This kind of material gives the student more freedom to react to what is learned in an independent and creative way.

In addition to any existing materials, the school's staff is involved, both in advance of the school's first year and during subsequent summers, in preparing ISUs covering a range of disciplines and topics.  Provided that the necessary time and funding are provided, the school's collection will grow throughout the years.  Teachers and other staff members are employed to apply their particular strengths to this endeavor, paying attention to content, method, and presentation.

A student's portfolio includes materials that are appropriate for assessing the work that was done.  If the material is fully pre-programmed, then students make the completed worksheets, notebooks, or assignments available to the mentor.  If the material is less pre-programmed, then students present the mentor with written or verbal documentation of what was learned and how it was processed.  Ideally, the students work with the mentor to develop a creative documentation, one that maximizes interest and heightens meta-cognition. 

2) Reading and analyzing secondary sources The school's beit midrash houses a library of secondary sources on various topics, organized by subject.  This library, constructed by a staff specialist with the assistance of other faculty members, includes articles from journals such as Tradition, Journal of Halacha and Contemporary Society, Tehumin, Aqdamot, Megadim, Jewish Action, and the Orthodox Forum series, as well as books on such diverse topics as medical ethics, kashrut in industrial kitchens, and halakhah in the contemporary marketplace, to provide just a few examples.  Further, students who work on various independent projects are responsible for building this library by contributing their collected materials for the use of future students.  Over the years, the library of secondary sources will grow.  

The student begins this activity by merely reading the relevant material.  However, there must be a response and/or processing of the material that is read, for two reasons.  First, this can train students in the use of secondary sources, developing skills in critical reading and thinking.  Second, students are to be held accountable for their time, and there must be something which the mentor can evaluate to demonstrate competence.  This could be little more than a summary and intelligent critique/comment on the material in question.  Or, it might involve a more intricate unit of study, in which, for instance, a student looks up the sources that the author cites as evidence, and searches for primary sources that might serve as evidence or counterevidence to the author's hypothesis.  Reading this kind of material should spark further inquiry, which could develop into a further research project

The beit midrash can encourage conversation between students and staff about articles, either by posting them on bulletin board and encouraging verbal conversation, or, by posting articles on the school's web site and encouraging focused on-line conversations about the material.  
3) Haburot/Seminars A teacher might decide, for a short or long period of time, to run a "haburah" on a given topic or theme.  The teacher will assign a time for a meeting, perhaps a half hour to an hour on a given day of the week.  Any student who is available in the beit midrash at that time may choose to participate.  The teacher will assign marei mekomot for students to work on from week to week, and the joint session will be little more than guided discussion of these sources.  

This differs from a regular class in a number of ways.  First, it is shorter, both in terms of the hours in class per week and in duration.  A haburah may be no more than half an hour a week for two or three weeks.  Second, the entire enterprise is considerably less formalized.  There are no papers to hand in, and no assignments, other than being prepared and participating in the weekly conversation.  This might be expanded to include a seminar format, in which students themselves become responsible for preparing materials for the group, or where students are asked to write written responses to compare and discuss with their peers (based, perhaps, on reading and learning sources of some kind).  The topics selected for this format, by its nature, may be heavily weighted towards issues of ethics, faith, and personal quandary, issues that are not necessarily addressed in a formal classroom setting.   

4) Mentor groups Mentors may choose to meet with their students as a group, on an ongoing basis or for the occasional ad hoc discussion or presentation, which could also take place by web or e-mail.  These mentor groups, with three to five students each, are not in lieu of the individual meetings, but may occasionally supplant them or reduce their time allotment.  

These meetings may be guided reading and discussion groups, for which the students have all read a book or article suggested by the mentor.  They could center upon an issue, with each student researching an aspect and presenting an approach.  The mentor group may also be a forum in which students can present their research for peer review, whether or not all of the students are working on related topics.

It is important that the mentor groups involve a mentor and his or her own students, rather than convening a group of students based on other criteria.  This is because the mentor knows these students well, and will best be able to respond to their needs.  The students have a relationship with the mentor, and should have established the level of dialogue, as well as trust, to be comfortable in the group.  These factors create a more productive, and more personal, environment for all involved.  It may be wise to assign to a given mentor students who are likely to feel at ease with each other, to facilitate a positive group dynamic.

The mentor groups thus fulfill two functions.  Students discuss ideas, progress in their thinking, and benefit from feedback.  They also grow in interpersonal skills and self-awareness.  These goals are similar to those of the individual mentor meetings, but have the powerful addition of a forum of peers.

Product-oriented Activities

 The beit midrash is designed to generate authentic Torah learning on an ongoing basis, even if that learning does not culminate in an identifiable paper, test, or project.  By the same token, the institution of school requires some sort of assessment, both as a way to monitor progress and as a means of ensuring accountability.  A way to offer structure that can boost self-discipline and reinforce feelings of accomplishment is through beit midrash pursuits that result in a product of some sort.  The product may range from written work to the plastic and performing arts.

1) Research Papers Students may choose a topic and write a research paper about it, in the style of a typical high-school research paper.  This involves finding sources, summarizing them, analyzing them, and presenting them on paper in a new way, with or without some kind of innovation, or hiddush.  

2) Magnet Projects This concept builds on the idea of a haburah.  The entire school, or a large section of the school, focuses for a certain period of time on learning that revolves around a particular theme, question, or issue.  This helps the beit midrash perform its social functions, by enhancing the sense of collegiality and joint purpose.  Topics might include art and Torah, the halakhic process, tefillah, and Israel.  Each participating student or group of students chooses one aspect of the issue, and students have an opportunity to present their research and projects to their peers.  Guest lectures and school-wide shiurim may also relate to the theme of study.
3) Multiple Intelligence (MI) Projects This element presents new ways of processing and presenting material that is learned.  Howard Gardner's Multiple Intelligences theory has become a catch-phrase among educators in the past twenty years, and while it may be overstated by some, it remains a tool that we can and should be using in Torah study.
  Gardner and his followers argue that different people learn most effectively using different faculties, talents, and intelligences.  While schools have traditionally focused almost exclusively on what he calls linguistic and logical-mathematical intelligence, people in fact interact with their environment with many other intelligences, including musical, spatial, and interpersonal.  These means of learning and expression are embraced within the school's beit midrash, in so far as they further the endeavor of talmud Torah. 
This is not at the expense of traditional text-based study, which has always been the center of Torah learning, and should continue to be so.  All beit midrash projects are ultimately text-based.  A student who wants to build a model of the Mishkan, or draw a picture of an event in Tanakh, must do so grounded in an understanding of the text.  Students may choose to express their learning through art, dance, music, theater, sculpture, constructing a game, and the like.  However, their portfolios include not only the MI work they produce, but also a written explanation about the connection between the project and the text or texts that were learned.  Depending on the nature of the project, and the length of time devoted to it, the written work may be more or less elaborate.  
4) "Real Life" Applications 
Following the theory that schools can better prepare students for adult life by encouraging them to do things that adults do in the so-called "real world," students are given opportunities to explore and engage in "real life" Torah pursuits.  While Talmud Torah is itself an "authentic" or "real life" endeavor, students who have not yet internalized this notion may be positively influenced by other avenues.  Still one of the criticisms of batei midrash is that they can be distanced from things outside of itself.
  Students who want to try their hand at being a kashrut supervisor, a matanot la-evyonim coordinator, a writer of stam, a sukkah builder, a soup-kitchen operator, or a matzah baker are encouraged to do so, provided that the activity is grounded in textual learning and that the scope of the "outside" activities does not eclipse the textual learning in the beit midrash.  This determination is made in consultation with the mentor, but is also subject to broader school guidelines and policies.
5) Student Publications and Presentations Students are given opportunities to present their work in a wider public forum.  Written work, power point presentations, artwork, etc. are presented in the form of an annual or bi-annual journal, in a print or electronic format.  This experience can push students to raise the level of their research, and to come to appreciate the challenges and difficulties of good writing.  Students, with staff supervision, are responsible for all aspects of publishing, editing, layout and production, thus increasing their opportunities for multi-dimensional and real-task learning.  Those aspects of production which involve learning can be used as part of their beit midrash time for staff members.  The experience of seeing their own work in print can increase students' self-confidence, and the expectation that their work might be accepted to the journal can serve as incentive to do quality work.    

In a similar vein, the school runs several evenings over the course of the year in which students present their projects.  A school-wide magnet project can serve as the perfect "excuse" to run such an evening.  Parents are invited to admire all kinds of work that the students have produced in the context of beit midrash learning, including artwork, models, plays, music, and the like.  

Learning With and From Others


In addition to the havruta and small-group learning which takes place throughout the beit midrash, there are some more specialized formats for learning with and from others.  We are ideologically committed to the idea that the "one who is wise learns from everybody" (Avot 4:1).  While there is a strong focus in the school upon independent learning, this is balanced with the notion that one is part of a chain of tradition, and that there is much to learn from others.

1) Peer Review Students use their peers to review their work and offer comments.  If this is formalized, then students can be assigned partners, or time periods in which they are involved in evaluation.  This involves a process in which students examine the written or project-based work of their peers, and offer insights, suggestions, and criticisms.  With proper guidance in the art of constructive criticism, the reviewer gains skills in critical thinking, metacognition, and communication, while the one whose work is reviewed has the opportunity to improve his or her work based on input from outsiders.  There is also a havruta system in which older students study with younger students, thus helping the younger students with more complex material and helping the older students with knowledge, understanding, and presentation skills.    

2) Parents and Adults in the Beit Midrash It is always important to deputize the parents to the vision and mission of a school.  This is even more important with this school, which differs radically from what the parents may expect school to look like and to be.  In addition to sharing information about the goals and structure of the school with parents, the school attempts to include parents in activities that embody the aims and the essence of this unique school.

Parents are always invited and encouraged to learn with their children and their classmates in the beit midrash.  While this is probably not practical for most families, it could make am important statement to the entire school body if there were a few parents who, on a weekly basis, could begin the day with shaharit in the school, followed by an hour or so of learning with the child in the beit midrash.  The beit midrash is always open for any adults in the community to learn, in a formalized and ongoing way, or even to drop in occasionally when the opportunity presents itself.  Similarly, there may be regular opportunities designated for parent-child learning in an evening mishmar.  This allows the parents and students to create a learning community connected to the family.  It also reinforces the notion of Torah learning as a "real life" activity, and strengthens the partnership between the school and the parents in the education of their children.

3) Shiur Kelali  On a regular basis there is a shiur kelali, a lecture to all of part of the school.  This can be a lecture in the standard format of a traditional yeshivah Gemara shiur, with sources for preparation distributed in advance, or it could be a address on current events, mussar, hashkafah, implementing Torah in various professional fields of endeavor, and the like.  This is an opportunity for students to meet important or impressive personalities – rabbinic figures, lay experts, public personalities – from outside the staff, or can allow the staff to present more formal and frontal teaching.  In addition, it can help introduce students to aspects of learning or living Torah that are currently "over their heads," giving them a glimpse of what they have to look forward to as they become more capable, and towards which they should strive.

Assessment of Beit Midrash Activities

Just as the beit midrash learning emphasizes process over product, personal development over quantifiable achievement, so too the methods of assessment are formative rather than summative, themselves part and parcel of the learning process.

Within the extensive literature about alternative forms of assessment, there are some methods that are particularly well-suited to this beit midrash.  The portfolio specifically stands out, and is the centerpiece of assessment in the beit midrash.  

A portfolio is a collection of work, including both completed products and records of process, which documents the student's efforts, progress and achievement in the designated area(s) of study.  A successfully prepared portfolio requires a statement of its rationales and goals; clear criteria for inclusion and judgment of materials; participation of the student in selection of material for inclusion; and demonstration of self-reflection.

There are several advantages to using the portfolio method of assessment within the context of the beit midrash.  In addition to its intrinsic relevance to any system that encourages independent learning, the portfolio is able to represent progress in terms of both skills and content.  It is also a means of creating dialogue between the learner and his/her peers and mentors.

The primary responsibility for assembling the portfolio, which may be web-based, rests with the student, and the mentor provides guidance and direction as necessary.  Each student's beit midrash portfolio includes:

· Personal learning goals for a defined period of time;
· Weekly learning plans and progress reports, detailing "last week I learned…" and "next week I plan to learn," respectively;
· Tools and resources that the student has accessed, documented through statements such as "I learned to use the Responsa Project and found material related to my project on organ transplants";
· Documentation of stages of learning and research, which may take the form: "I decided to write a paper about the female characters in Sefer Shemuel.  My anticipated chapter headings are…My initial bibliography includes…";
· Finished products, including written, recorded, or constructed artifacts as well as summaries and tests;
· Periodic self-reflective assessment through which the student learns to identify his/her own strengths and weaknesses and to distinguish between high quality work and less impressive efforts, as well as developing his/her ability to establish and fulfill learning aims;
· Anecdotal assessment by the mentor that relates to process and product; 
· Periodic involvement of peers and parents in the assessment process.
Bekiut Program

The students have a great deal of freedom in terms of what they learn.  They are guided by their curiosity and motivated by their desire to explore.  At the same time, a student must amass a certain body of knowledge.  Sometimes this is because there are things that he or she must know in order to function Jewishly, such as certain areas of halakhah, or liturgy and life cycle events.  Sometimes it is simply because an educated Jew should know a lot of Jewish text.  This goes beyond "Jewish literacy," and speaks rather to the person as a participating and conversant member of the chain of tradition.

To this end, there is a bekiut requirement that spans all four years of high school.  Students are to learn a specified amount of material across various subject areas.  This learning will take place in the beit midrash; exactly when he or she fulfills the particular requirements will be up to the individual student, but it is to be clear that this is an ongoing endeavor.

Students are tested on the bekiut material.  This is one of the areas of the program for which quantitative assessment is well-suited.  Students are expected to demonstrate that they have learned the material, and tests at the end of each book (or other defined unit of study) are the best way to attain this knowledge-based goal. These tests, which may be web-based, can take several different forms, including multiple choice, true or false, fill in the blank, or short answer types of questions.  Whatever the format, the test itself must meet the accepted criteria for that type of test.  Numerical results of the test are posted to the student and the mentor, and the test itself becomes part of the student's portfolio.  To supplement the tests, students document their bekiut learning through various means, ranging from filling out a standardized summary sheet to making charts to preparing multi-media presentations, all of which are included in the portfolio.  

In addition to producing students who have attained, on their own, a mass of textual knowledge, the bekiut program serves an important function within the beit midrash.  It is an ongoing and fairly broad-based requirement, so that the student always has something to do that, in a way, he or she has chosen, but in another, is very defined.  Thus the student who is not sure what to learn next, or feels unable to proceed until a faculty member is available, or for whatever reason is having difficulty remaining focused on another type of learning, has something that is productive and not too difficult to learn independently.  This type of assignment is known in the educational jargon as an "anchor activity." Anchor activities are ongoing assignments that can be completed independently.  They are required, in the sense that students are held responsible and accountable, and they are also related to the material that is being studied.   In essence they are the “default option” for any student with "nothing to do."

Beyond the benefits of increased time on task, a sense of purpose, and a feeling of accomplishment, the bekiut program sends a powerful message.  It tells students that there is always Torah to learn, and that they can pick up a book and learn it on their own.  While we may not expect them, at home, to be motivated, or able, to define an area and research it properly, as they are doing within the beit midrash with a large amount of staff support, it may be reasonable to think that the habit of opening a Tanakh or a Mishnah might spill over and become a part of their lives.  Specifying bekiut guidelines is not intended to be limiting.  The minimal level of learning for a bekiut requirement is simply that, a basic level of coverage and knowledge of material.  Students are encouraged to delve beyond this, to integrate their bekiut learning with their more in-depth study in the beit midrash.  In this way, the bekiut learning is an intrinsic part of the beit midrash, igniting in students the spark of interest and curiosity that can lead to greater motivation and commitment to talmud Torah.
Time on Task


One risk inherent to the beit midrash-centered school is the potential for wasted time.  High school students in a conventional classroom are notorious for having side conversations while the teacher's back is turned, trying to lead the teacher towards tangential discussions, and generally staring off into space.  Putting these same students into a beit midrash, a non-teacher-centered environment in which they all work on different things and regulate much of their own time, multiplies the opportunities to fritter away time. The concept of time-on-task in a beit midrash is likely to be more loosely defined than in a regular classroom, where students have very defined projects to work on.  In the beit midrash should be praised for learning Torah that is not directly related to an assignment.  Similarly, while the classroom student should not be discussing personal dilemmas during his group work time, some of this may be appropriate to the beit midrash.


There are many strategies that teachers may use to maximize time on task.  Some of these, such as the physical presence of the teacher in all areas of the classroom, are useful for the beit midrash, while others, such as providing time limits and silence policies for set tasks, are counter-productive.  Some elements of the program are designed to improve time on task, but there are other measures that may be taken.  

1)  A culture of productive use of time should be part and parcel of the beit midrash experience.  We hope to create a school culture that puts learning in the beit midrash at the center, hoping to create an atmosphere of seriousness and dedication.  If enough of the constituent elements fall into place, there will be a critical mass of people who find the beit midrash to be an important and compelling place.  The atmosphere will be at least partially self-propelling, in which the very culture of the school draws people to work seriously. Furthermore, just as the beit midrash represents the highest aspirations of talmud Torah, wasted time represents the affront of bittul Torah.  Staff should use this language, emphasizing the value of Torah study whenever appropriate, when speaking about the beit midrash experience.  
2) Beit midrash staff needs to be pro-active. Research shows that the closer a student's proximity to a teacher, the less likely s/he is to waste time, and the minute a teacher sits down at a desk, the students feel free to do other things.  Therefore, the staff in the beit midrash should be moving from place to place, seeking out students who would benefit from help, and then moving on to help others.  The more active support staff is available in the beit midrash, the better.  
3) Make time on task a part of the evaluative process.  All areas of review and evaluation should include explicit discussion of time-on-task, alternatively praising students for their focus and concentrating, or citing time wasting as an area of concern.  
4) Provide things to do for the student who has "nothing to do."  Anchor activities, bekiut requirements, ISUs, and other ongoing assignments mean that students always have something to do.  It is also important that staff speak the fact that Torah study, as mentioned, is a never-ending endeavor, encouraging students to understand that Torah study is not limited by the particular assignment they happen to be working on.  
5) Do not let "waiting for help" be an excuse to stop and do nothing.  The beit midrash should develop a convenient system that allows students to signal that they need help, without becoming stifled by waiting.  For instance, rather than raising their hands, students could have some object that they place on their tables when they would like assistance, such as a colored card or flag.  This frees students to continue learning, even when they need help with a particular point.  If the student feels unable to proceed independently in any way, s/he can engage in an anchor activity or other learning in the interim.
Motivation and the Beit Midrash
We have argued that the beit midrash experience can impact upon people beyond the skills and knowledge that they acquire.  The environment – intellectual freedom, vibrancy, creativity, the buzz of kol Torah - makes learners feel a part of the process of talmud Torah.  This relies to a large extent upon the goodwill of the students.  Certainly, there are measures in place to ensure accountability; this is the major factor distinguishing this high school beit midrash from its traditional counterpart.  However, all of the progress reports, bekiut requirements, scaffolding, and mentoring in the world will not help if the students are not predisposed towards responding to and contributing to their immersion experience.  Thus, student motivation is a pivotal issue, addressed implicitly and explicitly by many aspects of the proposed model.


Theories abound about what best motivates youth to learn.
  Contemporary researchers, echoing Rambam in the beginning of his introduction to Perek Helek, distinguish between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation.  Extrinsic motivation refers to learning in order to attain reward or other external benefit, while intrinsic motivation measures the importance that the learner places on the material itself.  Current theory
 - again, echoing Rambam – prefers some combination of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.  

Extrinsic rewards are more effective when they do not undermine intrinsic motivation, and even support it.  For example, extrinsic rewards are better when they relate directly to the learning task.  The culminating activity of the learning should itself be a motivator.  For example, a field trip to the matzah bakery is a better educational reward for learning hilkhot pesach than a pizza party. The best extrinsic motivators are intangible.  Thus, in the context of the beit midrash, the feelings of connection and contribution which a student gains from learning seriously in an atmosphere that values learning are better extrinsic reward than improved grades.
  

Still, intrinsic motivation is preferable.  Ideally, we would like our students to learn because they find the material itself to be interesting and/or important. The literature refers to this as mastery goal orientation.  Studies have shown that students who are intrinsically motivated with a mastery goal orientation feel very good when they succeed and not that bad when they do not; regulate their learning better; concentrate better; recall more; and persist through challenges in their learning.  Further, they believe in their own competence, and the role of their own effort in leading to success.  Finally, they maintain a sense of social responsibility.
  The beit midrash that we have described fosters this type of motivation.  The emphasis on the intrinsic value of talmud Torah, process-oriented student-centered learning, and choice about what and how to learn all contribute to raising the quality of both the learning and the learning process.


The issue of motivation is cyclical, and at times even circular.  Positive forms of motivation can be both cause and effect, sometimes of the same thing.  Thus giving students greater autonomy promotes mastery goals, and students with mastery goals are better independent learners.  Similarly, students with a sense of belonging are likely to adopt a mastery goal orientation, and a mastery goal orientation promotes a sense of camaraderie rather than competition within the learning community.  Meaningful formative assessment can be both a producer and a product of motivation.  In this vein, we assert that the beit midrash school model can motivate students in a variety of ways, both cognitive and affective, and at the same time can help them reap the multi-dimensional benefits of this learning environment.

Required Methodology Classes

The focal point of this school is clearly the beit midrash.  It is there that the students spend the majority of their time, and independent learning is an ideological as well as practical goal.  While students are provided with as much guidance as they need within the beit midrash, this is not sufficient.  Textual rigor, or even competence, is not something that high school students may be expected to achieve on their own.  There are skills that must be explicitly taught, demonstrated, and practiced, to facilitate the level of independence that the beit midrash demands.  Indeed, the very act of talmud Torah must be defined and exemplified.  Therefore, there are required methodology classes in each discipline of Jewish studies.  These are semester long classes, with a series of three to five in each discipline.  They are offered on a rotating basis, and students decide when to fulfill each requirement, although any given series must be taken in order.

The point of these classes is to isolate skills and methods and teach them methodically.  The class may or may not be centered upon a particular text, depending upon the level and subject matter.  One will find, for instance, that a high level methodology class in Torah lends itself to allowing each student to select a text upon which to practice the methodologies, with the teacher presenting examples from many different texts, while a beginning Gemara methodology class requires focus on a particular text that the entire class is learning.

The bulk of the time in methodology classes and preparing for them in the beit midrash is spent applying the skills that are taught.  Exercises include practicing the use of reference materials such as dictionaries and concordances, adducing examples of specific phenomena within a text, and analyzing commentaries as they relate to the text in question as well as to each other.  In addition to completing specific assignments as they relate to a particular text and class, students are encouraged to incorporate these skills into their independent learning, and to choose to learn texts in the beit midrash that correspond to the methodology classes they are taking.  For instance, a student taking a methodology class that focuses on tools for understanding poetry and prophecy in Tanakh may select Sefer Yishayahu, and a student in any Gemara methodology class will choose a perek of Gemara to learn independently.
The aim of the methodology classes is to teach skills for independent learning, and this is reflected in the means of assessing student achievement.  Within a given discipline, the skills may include basic orientation and familiarity with the primary text and the relevant resource and reference works; correct reading and punctuation of the text; translating and understanding the text; reading commentaries; understanding individual commentaries; understanding the relationship of individual commentaries to the text;  and comparing different commentaries and their relationships to the text.  Students demonstrate their proficiency by applying their skills on previously unseen texts.  On a localized level, there are ongoing assignments to practice and test particular skills; at the end of the semester, students exhibit their abilities more globally by integrating what they have learned into a coherent analysis of a particular chapter or section of their choosing.  Selected ongoing classwork is included in the portfolio, as well as the final project. 

By concentrating on skills in focused classes that meet once or twice per week, students have plenty of time to learn in the beit midrash, and are better equipped to spend that time involved in serious independent learning.  Beyond these practical advantages, there are important ideological messages that are transmitted to the students.  On the one hand, they cannot expect to achieve in Torah learning without being taught certain basic things.  On the other hand, with these things in hand, and a significant investment of time and effort, they can truly be a part of the creative process that is talmud Torah.  After all, hiddush in Torah does not arrive on its own, the product of intuition or inspiration; it is grounded in the traditional Jewish sources. The combination of methodology classes with independent learning in the beit midrash is designed to give students the ability to take ownership of that tradition, and the desire to become a part of it.

All teachers and mentors should have a list of the learning goals and text skills which students are to gain in the methodology classes.  This allows mentors and teachers to help keep the students' independent learning focused in directions that can advance those skills.  Mentors and beit midrash staff who know what the students should be able to do are in a better position to foster growth in the desired direction.

Optional Subject Matter Classes

Close to twenty hours per week of open-ended beit midrash time is not appropriate for every student.  While a student who is neither willing nor able to attempt independent learning at all is clearly not appropriate for this school, there are many good reasons, within the rubric of the school, for a student to opt for subject matter classes that take place during beit midrash time.  An incoming student may not be prepared for the intensive hours in the beit midrash, either because s/he has not yet developed the self-discipline required or because s/he isn't quite sure what to do.  Some students prefer to spend some time in a classroom environment because of the type of teacher-student dynamic this affords, which differs from the close and informal contact in the beit midrash and in a way presents the teacher as an authority figure.


Offering optional classes, while limiting the amount of time that any given student can spend in class, accomplishes four goals:


First, this reduces the amount of time that a student spends in the beit midrash, and many incoming students may opt for more classes for this reason.  As they become accustomed to beit midrash learning, their need for these classes decreases.

Second, these classes expose students to subject matter that they might not otherwise pursue.  Some classes may focus on a book of Tanakh or a chapter of Gemara.  Others may be topical, drawing from sources throughout Tanakh, Torah She-beal Peh, and Mahshevet Yisrael to discuss issues and ideas that may interest students.


Third, the teacher is presented as more of an authority figure than he or she is within the beit midrash.  While the school focuses upon student independence in learning, it must not neglect the notion of an inherited tradition that is often embodied in particular individuals.  Even students who do not take the optional classes are influenced by the idea that the people who are generally "facilitators" of learning also have a wealth of their own learning to share in a more direct way.


Finally, and most importantly, the optional classes are structured in such a way as to model for the students the idea of beit midrash learning, and to prepare them to do it on their own.  Thus the teaching methods are those that encourage active participation and thinking, and the methods of assessment are selected in kind.  It is not unusual to find students learning with havrutot in the classroom context, on assignments that are specific to the class but train the students in this mode of study.  The classes are intended to ease the transition into the beit midrash, and while all of the classes offered are multi-age, and there are optional subject matter classes geared towards various levels, it is anticipated that on average, younger students will opt for more of these classes than their older peers, who are better able to utilize the wealth of opportunities within the beit midrash.
Gradual Immersion

Entering the full-blown beit midrash program will be difficult for most students, even those who are initially well-suited to this mode of learning.    Students need time to learn the new tasks, and to understand know what is expected of them.  Additionally, students may not initially have a long enough attention span to use their time effectively.  In other words, student may not know exactly what to do, and may not be able to sit and work long enough to do it.  Therefore, acclimation should be done gradually. There should be a period of “readiness training” that can lead into the full beit midrash experience.  Ideally, this would take place during the middle school years, intensifying during the second half of eighth grade.  Otherwise, the first semester of ninth grade may be used for this purpose.

For the beginning student, more of the learning tasks should be more clearly defined, with the element of choice included as appropriate. Similarly, time should be apportioned and scheduled in smaller, more discrete blocks than in the full program.  Then, as time goes on, students may be weaned off of these more rigid structures, as they are ready for greater independence.  Some of the changes will be made for the group as a whole, while others will be available on an individual basis, at the discretion of the student, the mentor, and any teachers involved.


The following is a list of suggestions of ways easing students into the beit midrash.

1. Detailed scheduling  Semester long planning, or even weekly goals, may not be structured enough for the beit midrash beginner.  Students should define their daily schedules more precisely.  A student's schedule will include all classes, havrutot, mentor meetings, and time for independent work.  For instance, instead of declaring that s/he will “spend two hours per week learning parashat hashavua with Rashi,” the student would set aside specific times, say “Wednesday and Friday from 9:00 to 10:00,” for this activity.
2. Group preparation time Methodology classes for younger students can include an "attached" hour of beit midrash time, so that the teacher can give students more defined assignments in the beit midrash.  The border between the beit midrash and the class time might be fluid, allowing the teacher of the methodology class to intersperse havruta time and class time in a way that matches the students' abilities.  In the more advanced methodology classes, class will occupy one large block of time, creating more freedom for students in the beit midrash.  
3. Shiur Bekiut An optional weekly session devoted to bekiut can serve two functions.  First, it can provide structure, helping students pace themselves and creating a group of peers working on similar material.  Second, it can provide background material, summaries, and enrichment beyond what students can learn on their own (though it should certainly not read and translate the material for the students).  

Staffing

This school requires a greater number of staff members present at any given time than a standard school of comparable size.  There are different types of staff positions, with a fair amount of overlap among them.  Some positions may be filled by volunteers, student teachers, or other junior staff members, while others require full-time teachers who are ready and able to accept a greater level of responsibility for the program as a whole.


Contact among the staff members, which creates opportunities for critical reflection about school practice, is crucial to the success of the endeavor.
  The founding faculty of the school, the senior teachers who are employed in advance of the opening school year to plan and to generate materials, will already experience a high degree of collegiality, in both the academic and the social sense.  Teachers will know about each other's ideas, approaches to the material and to the students, and personal strengths and weaknesses.  They will have sounding boards for their ideas and motivation and opportunities to work collaboratively, as well as an idea of where to turn with what kind of issue.  This sort of acquaintance and communication must be institutionalized.  Thus everything from staff meetings to informal gathering around the lunch table can be harnessed towards this goal.


Additionally, a full program of professional development is required.  Of course, any school must invest time, energy, and funds to professional development.  This may include the usual range of in-service, conferences, workshops, and supplementary coursework for teachers.  Some schools may include teachers in development and implementation of an institutional vision, or provide ongoing opportunities for teachers to reflect together upon a problem or issue raised by one of them.  In all of these cases, the benefits are twofold.  First, one would hope that as a result of ongoing training and development, teachers will become better at what they do.  This may be because they have learned a new pedagogical method, been exposed to something that enriches their subject matter, or have made reflective practice inform their teaching to a greater extent.  Second, teachers who are offered opportunities to participate in different kind of activities that relate to their work can be energized by the experience, returning to the classroom with a renewed level of enthusiasm and commitment towards the school itself and the very institution of teaching. 


If this is true for any school, it is all the more so for a school such as the one that we propose, which is unique in vision and practice.  A primary aspect of teacher training is in fact not training but initiation.  The faculty that is hired will have to be predisposed towards the ideology of the school.  However, it is only more intensive exposure to both the theory and its practical implications that will inspire teachers to be completely “on-board” with the school's mission and ideology.  Thus professional development, both initial and ongoing, is vital.  The seriousness of the endeavor should be reflected in the time allotted to it and the commensurate compensation for the teachers.  The content of the in-services, workshops, retreats, and any other forums will be conducted in-house and guided by the ideology of the school.  

Hand in hand with ideas about student independence and choice leading to greater connectedness and commitment come notions about the role of the teacher.  He or she is, in the broad sense, both mentor and facilitator.  This is a person who aspires to embody the ideals of the beit midrash, with commitment to and enthusiasm for talmud Torah as a way of life.  This teacher shows respect for the text, for the chain of tradition, and views himself or herself as both communicator of the tradition and participant within it.  The teacher is not exclusively the source of knowledge, despite possessing it.  He or she shows respect for students, and aims to help them discover the significance and joy of talmud Torah, as well as the tools to make it their own.

These lofty goals are a lot about who the teacher is, and apply equally in this school to the teacher in the classroom, the beit midrash staff, and the mentor, functions which may be filled by the same person or by different individuals.  Similarly, when it comes to daily practice, many of the principles are the same, and all staff members need to be trained in them.  These involve providing appropriate support, yet allowing maximal independence as students approach texts and ideas.  At the same time, each job description carries with it particular challenges and requirements.  The following section delves into the parameters of each staff role, and serves to complement the earlier discussions of the beit midrash and the course offerings.

Classroom Teachers


The course offerings can be divided into two categories, methodology and subject matter.  The majority of the methodology classes are required, while subject matter classes are optional, with the exception of Hebrew Language in Diaspora schools.


There are two primary issues for the methodology teachers.  The first is the internal coherence of the subject matter.  Because these classes are organized by topic and not by text, and are composed essentially of examples of phenomena and their treatment, students could easily get lost, unable to see the forest for the trees.  Thus transparency of rationale is crucial.  In other words, the teacher must present explicitly at every juncture what is being learned, when it can be applied, and how it relates to the other things that are taught.  The second issue is pedagogical.  If students are to learn a particular skill, they need to be guided through its repeated application.  It is not sufficient, for instance, to introduce a Concordance and demonstrate its use; students need to spend a fair amount of time looking things up in the Concordance in different ways, and then figuring out how the resulting information, or knowledge, could be applied.  Thus in-class work and homework assignments that force the students to practice and apply the skills and methods are indispensable.  Teachers of the methodology courses need to understand the theory behind these classes as well as the teaching method that will best meet the goals.  The issues endemic to the methodology classes may be addressed through both course design and teacher training.  Coordination with other staff members can serve to reinforce the emphasis on skills and the rationales behind it.

The subject matter classes, although they are held in classrooms under the constraints of forty-minute time slots, are taught in ways that are consistent with the school’s educational ideology.  This means that alongside more traditional pedagogical methods, maximum student involvement is a goal.  The classes are not self-contained batei midrash, but they are places that encourage havruta learning, cooperative learning, and various ways of getting students to be active thinkers and learners.  These methods are in widespread use today, and require appropriate training to implement well.  Similarly, it is important to use methods of assessment that are appropriate to the learning methods and goals.  

Beit Midrash Staff


Extra faculty in the beit midrash is required for students to receive the attention and guidance needed to facilitate their independent learning.  Placing some kind of junior staff in the beit midrash provides more people who are able to answer students' questions and help them read text.  This can follow the model of the in-house kollel; alternatively, alumni or other local residents may be recruited and hired for this purpose. This level of staff could also be composed of student teachers from a local teacher training program, with an eye towards hiring some of them as teachers in the future.  Their training would by its nature initiate the student teachers into the ideology of the school and the methods required to assist students in their independent learning.

The beit midrash staff serves two functions.  The first is modeling the endeavor of talmud Torah; when they are in the beit midrash and not directly interacting with students, they sit and learn, setting the tone, as well as the expectations, for the students' beit midrash experience.  This time is part of their job description, and they are of course compensated accordingly.  Similarly, parents are invited to use the school beit midrash for their own learning, as well as to learn with the children for an hour or two per week.


The second function of the beit midrash staff is helping students with their independent learning.  In order to be effective, they must have the wherewithal to step into many different texts and be able to assist with reading and analysis.  More important than this, however, is knowing when not to "help," or how much help is too much.  The idea is for students to arrive at the answers to their questions on their own, to the greatest extent possible.  Thus, this level of staff needs training in the types of questions to ask students, and not the type of answers to provide.  They also require the creativity to suggest not just specific resources but also more general direction, when this is appropriate.

Mentors

Each student is assigned a mentor, whose job it is to supervise and stimulate the student's academic and personal growth.  Ideally, the mentor should become more than just a teacher, but a significant figure in the life of the student.  For this to happen, the mentor must work to create a dialogue with the student.  The mentor should not impose one particular direction on the student, but should work with the student to extract what will work best for that individual.  

The mentor also has specific responsibilities, delineated as follows.  

1. Academic advisement The student and the mentor meet in advance of each semester to plan a program of study.  The mentor will help the student build a schedule for the semester, including specific classes, specific havrutot, and other learning projects.  This may be continuously reviewed and modified, as projects are completed, directions change, or avenues of exploration just aren't working.  Monitoring the student's progress on a weekly basis, the mentor has the mandate of helping the student to work to full potential, in line with the needs and interests of the student as well as the goals of the program.  Mentors can also encourage students to cover materials which are worthwhile, but not technically requirements, like parashat hashvaua (in the spirit of shenayim mikra) or halakhot related to upcoming holidays (in the spirit of sheloshim yom kodem lahag).  
2. Assessment The mentor works with the student to coordinate and assemble the portfolio.  The portfolio includes a representative sampling of both product and process within the beit midrash, as well as bekiut tests and classroom work, and anything else the student would like to include that the mentor approves.  There are also periodic (weekly or monthly) progress reports provided by both student and mentor.  All of this material may be web-based, and together forms the record of the student's accomplishments and progress throughout high school.

3. Weekly meetings This is the forum in which the mentor nurtures a relationship with the student, while monitoring his or her progress.  The student will set the agenda for some of these meetings, which could focus on anything from textual difficulties to theological issues to personal problems.  On other occasions, the mentor will guide the student in directions of growth, related or unrelated to a particular conversation but appropriate to the student's abilities and interests.  This may involve recommending a book to read and discussing it afterwards, or brainstorming about a new research project, or processing and integrating aspects of the student's experience.  
These sessions will sometimes be one on one, but may also involve mentor groups, as described above.  With an eye towards this possibility, each mentor should be assigned several students who could fit comfortably into a group together.  This need not be strictly based upon factors such as age, ability, or social grouping, and some diversity may be desirable.  However, the students in the group require the potential to become a forum for exchange of ideas, through discussions, guided reading, and the like, in which all are both comfortable and challenged.   

4. Troubleshooting  The mentor is the first point of contact for any difficulty or issue that may arise, whether this contact is initiated by the mentor, by the student, or by the administration.  This ad hoc handling of situations as they arise depends upon the mentor's close knowledge and understanding of the student's situation, the trust that the student places in the mentor, and the ability of the mentor to advocate on behalf of the student and to make and/or implement what may be unpopular decisions.  This capacity applies to academic and disciplinary issues alike.
5. Stimulant to growth Beyond the specific tasks and responsibilities delineated above, the mentor acts as a catalyst to the academic and personal development of the student.  The mentor is the person who asks the probing questions that are appropriate for the individual student, causing him or her to think, to react, and to move towards change in a positive way.  He or she is a stimulant to wonder and curiosity, guiding the student towards and along the path of learning.  This is about recognizing and harnessing the student's potential and challenging him or her to expand limits and horizons.  It is also about being a thorn in his or her side, when necessary, lowering the student's own tolerance for laziness, sloppiness, and mediocrity.  This applies to patterns and behavior of learning, from basic study skills to advanced meta-cognition.  It applies equally to interpersonal skills, and interactions with teachers and peers, even parents and siblings.  The mentor is a model of a lomed(et) and of a mentsch, an integrated personality to whom the student can look for inspiration.  The goal is to provide the support, the prodding, and the personal example necessary to turn the student on to new ways of thinking and being. 

Specialized Resource Staff

In addition to the three primary areas of staffing delineated above, there are a few specialized roles that may be adopted by faculty members who also fill other functions, but may require people whose strengths lie outside of those arenas. These are individuals with specific areas of expertise and realms of responsibility, who serve as resources to students and staff alike, as applicable.  

1) Beit Midrash Coordinator 
This person is the coordinator of the entire beit midrash endeavor.  Beyond administrative responsibilities, he or she maintains contact with mentors, as well as students, to ensure that each student is learning as he or she should be, troubleshooting as necessary.  The beit midrash coordinator can also serve as a resource person to help mentors address non-academic problems with particular students: students who are not using their time, have not found a place for themselves in the beit midrash, are ill-suited for this kind of learning, etc.  This person is also the final arbiter of project proposals, whenever there is a question about the appropriateness of a topic to the beit midrash program or to a particular student.

2) Content Expert The second resource person is a content expert.  He or she has a breadth of knowledge, interests and background, and can locate primary and secondary sources as requested by teachers or students.  This is primarily a research job, and the person may be, but is not necessarily, a teacher as well.  Ideally this person will also serve as an elder or respected personality, whose breadth of knowledge and personal piety make him an ideal.

3) Pedagogy Expert The third resource person, primarily for teachers, is a pedagogy expert.  This person is charged with helping teachers with issues that arise over the course of the day and throughout the year relating to strategies and method of teaching.  These issues may include how to best help a particular student who has high levels of motivation but minimal skills to set realistic learning goals; strategies to use with students who seem to be wasting time; or how to best break down a specific text so that its level of difficulty will be appropriate and accessible for the independent learner.  The pedagogy expert provides advice and strategies that are appropriate to both students' learning needs and the broad goals of the beit midrash.
4) Maintaining the Vision This school is unique in form and structure, in vision and implementation.  Someone needs to be in charge of the entire program to ensure that the vision is not lost in the implementation.  This person is not the principal, who is responsible for the ongoing operation of the school.  Rather, he or she is there to observe and to question, and to assist the staff in inserting and emphasizing the vision throughout the school experience.  This "on-site philosopher" or "vision coach" accompanies the staff through decision-making processes, encouraging them to make their thinking explicit, and helping them make sure that their educational planning furthers the school's larger goals.  S/he is both outsider and insider, fomenting reflective and informed practice.  The vision coach helps to find ways to bring the school's vision not just to the staff and the students, but to the broader school community, including parents, other laypeople, and possibly other communal institutions. 
The Program Exemplified

The elements of the school are intended to work together.  Each student has a personalized program of study in which the pieces are integrated into a coherent whole.  Students differ from each other in terms of interests and abilities, and each is charged with maximizing his or her strengths, while adhering to the beit midrash rubric.  The element of choice plays an important role, and the dynamic between student and mentor is crucial.  Each learning plan, developed by student and mentor in advance of the semester, is unique, and perhaps the best way to demonstrate the workings of the school is to present some sample students with their own programs of study.
Student #1: Noam, Incoming Ninth Grader

Noam has decided to take two methodology classes this semester, Gemara1 and Torah1.  Gemara1 is a Mishnah class, and he has chosen two massekhtot with which to begin.  He has told his mentor that he would like to start by learning at least one massekhet from each seder, and that he is interested in tefillah, so together they decided on Berakhot and Rosh Hashanah.  He will also learn Sefer Bereishit, with a havruta from his class, because he enjoys the narrative and has not learned it formally since second grade.  In addition to these two classes, Noam would like to start on his Hebrew Language requirement and take a beginning class in Mahshavah. 

With this schedule, Noam will be spending ten hours per week in classes.  Of the remaining ten, he will spend two on Torah, and in addition to the two hours or so he would spend on Mishnah to prepare for class, together with a havruta, he would like to spend another two or so hours per week working on a project related to tefillah.  He will begin with Rosh Hashanah, and decide what to do next, but he might want to explore (at the suggestion of his mentor) all of the different aspects of tefillat mussaf.  He will spend about an hour and a half per week on Nakh bekiut, beginning with neviim rishonim.  He isn't quite sure what to do with the rest of his time, and his mentor has suggested that he think of a topic that interests him, or start by looking at the shelf of ISUs and learning one or two over the first several weeks of the semester.  At the end of the semester, Noam will take bekiut exams on Sefer Bereishit, mishnayot Berakhot and Rosh Hashana, and Yehoshua and Shoftim.  After working for a while on tefillat mussaf and giving a haburah, he asks his mentor for some materials on tefillah in mahshavah, and learns this topic for the remaining weeks of the semester.

Student #2: Ayelet, Second Semester Tenth Grader

Ayelet decided last year that she would like to finish all of shishah sidrei mishnah before she graduates.  Almost finished with Seder Moed, she would like to get at least halfway through Nashim by the end of the year, spending four hours per week in the Beit Midrash learning Mishnah.  She has chosen, alongside Seder Nashim, to learn the first chapter of Massekhet Kiddushin for two hours per week, using the Steinsaltz edition as necessary, while taking Gemara3, and to devote another two hours to an exploration of the agunah problem.  Ayelet really likes to learn alone, so her only havruta right now is in Gemara.  She is also taking an optional class, "Shu"t in the Contemporary Period," leaving her with six or so hours in the Beit Midrash.  Ayelet would really like to expand her study of the agunah problem by spending some time with toanot rabbaniyot, and her mentor has approved half a day every other week for this fieldwork.  In the remaining three hours per week (on average), Ayelet is ready to put some serious thought into organizing the mishnayot that she has been learning.  She and her mentor have discussed the importance of hazarah, review, and she has decided to try to organize what she has learned so far in two ways – she will make charts of the halakhic principles she has learned and where they come into play, and she will attempt to give a title to each perek that shows its place in the massekhet.  She hopes, in the future, to do this on an ongoing basis as she learns.  Her mentor has pointed out that she is not learning any Tanakh this semester, as she is so excited about her agunah and Mishnah projects, and she has decided to try to find some time for parashat hashavua.  By the end of the semester, she will have written an article for the school's Torah journal on the topic of agunot, through the sources and as a contemporary issue, learned four massekhtot of Mishnah (having skipped first to Kiddushin) upon which she will have taken bekiut tests, in addition to a bekiut test on the first perek of Kiddushin.
Student #3:  Orit, First Semester Twelfth Grader

Orit has finished all of her Methodology Classes, and will take Heb6 this semester.  She will take an advanced Gemara class basically because she doesn't really like to learn Gemara on her own and is missing some material for bekiut.  In the beit midrash, Orit intends to spend five hours per week learning Sefer Bemidbar with a havruta, using the literary and exegetical techniques that they have learned, and another two hours on Trei Asar and/or Megillot (she can't decide, and her mentor suggested that she wait and see how it goes).  Her mentor is offering a haburah on contemporary topics in science and halakhah, which she will attend for one hour per week and for which she will prepare another two.  She and two friends are interested in producing a school musical on a Biblical theme.  They will spend three hours per week in the beit midrash learning Sefer Shemuel in depth and generating ideas for the script, with up to two more hours spent actually writing this script, although some of this time will be spent in the Music Room and not in the beit midrash.  When it comes time for casting and rehearsals, all involved will be given a small amount of beit midrash time, but the bulk of the time is to be spent after school.  By the end of the semester, Orit has taken bekiut tests in Bemidbar, Arvei Pesahim, and the first half of Trei Asar, illustrated a Megillat Esther according to Rashi's commentary, and written, with her friends, most of the musical, having spent a lot of time on this outside of school.  The haburah only met about four times, but it was interesting, and Orit ended up spending more time on Shemuel than she thought she would, learning the entire book, but not taking a bekiut test because she has completed her Nakh requirement.  Next semester, she will be very involved with the play, but has chosen to take three optional classes with teachers she likes, and also wants to make herself sit down and learn a little bit of Gemara on her own, as well as finishing Trei Asar
Suggestions for Limited Implementation

THE BEIT MIDRASH-BASED SCHOOL described above may be more than some schools want to consider.  There could be several reasons for this.  Some are practical concerns.  Revamping the school day is not simple, and financing the endeavor even less so.  Not all students, or school populations, are ready for the high level of independence both provided and demanded by the proposed program.  Other concerns may be ideological, wishing to tip the delicate balance between autonomy and authority in the direction of the latter by having more teacher-centered learning.  Whatever the reasons, a school that is not interested in adopting the proposed model has many avenues of implementing the beit midrash mode of learning in more limited ways.  

Many schools currently offer a beit midrash component to their programs.  Often, this time is attached to a class period, and is used to prepare for class.  Another incarnation of the high school beit midrash is highly structured, with specific worksheets or research assignments.  In addition, the term "beit midrash" is frequently used to designate a class that is either slightly more textual in its focus than other classes in the school, or that addresses specific topics rather than focusing on a particular text.  The beit midrash that we have described differs qualitatively from these models, and even when reduced in scope, is significantly different from what is currently being done.  The following suggestions are ways to reap some of the benefits of the type of beit midrash found in the school model, without completely restructuring a school.

Optional Participation


One way to make the scale, costs, and investment in this program less risky is to make a beit midrash program optional to those students who express interest in and commitment to participating.  At the initial stages, most students would remain in a regular classroom schedule.  Those who demonstrate particular promise, talent, and motivation would adopt the beit midrash approach.  These students would be free to take some regular classes, but would spend much of their time in independent learning.  

The school would have one teacher per semester teaching a methodology course to this group, a junior staff person would be in the beit midrash when this group is there, and mentors would be available to these students.

This beit midrash has the potential to set a tone for the school, and to create an authentic beit midrash atmosphere for all students to observe or experience in some way.  By the same token, care must be taken to avoid the creation of an elite group within the school whose presence and demeanor adversely affect the esprit de corps in the rest of the school.  

Beit Midrash for Upper-Classmen

The beit midrash program could be offered to only the senior class, the oldest and most mature student body.  The students would spend some of their time in junior year taking methodology classes, experiencing independent learning on a smaller scale, and planning independent work for the following year.  Seniors may be encouraged to undertake a long-term learning project with a product as a result, that could serve as a senior thesis or senior project.  This experience could serve as an important transition between high school and the post-high-school yeshivt in Israel.  This program could also serve as an ideal to which younger students could aspire.  

Limited Hours

As noted, while many schools currently have beit midrash programs of some kind, they are generally very teacher-driven and structured, and often provide little opportunity for student freedom and choice.  We challenge schools to adopt our more open beit midrash, even if they limit the time in the schedule dedicated to it. The school might find two or three hours a week for any given grade level dedicated to the kind of open ended learning proposed in the beit midrash model.  The resources, staff, and mentoring would be relatively limited, and this would not tax the students' attention span as much as the more radical model.   

A Different Kind of Beit Midrash
The beit midrash may be used as an integral component of the school program by replacing one discipline's class with the beit midrash each semester.  Throughout the high school years, there would be one period a day designated as beit midrash.  This class period would replace one of the Jewish Studies disciplines for the course of the semester or year.  This is important for two reasons.  The practical one is to free up the time slot, fitting this beit midrash into the structure of a standard school.  The more significant reason is that if a student has this time instead of Humash class, he or she is more likely to think of the alternate endeavor as "real" study of Humash.  Otherwise, the class is likely to be the "real" one, and the beit midrash perceived as merely "extra."  In other words, the beit midrash time is not extra-curricular, or co-curricular, but it is part and parcel of what the students already view as their course of study.

Which class is replaced by beit midrash would depend, among other things, on grade level, with the subjects that are easiest to learn independently allotted to the earlier years.  Thus the ninth grade beit midrash focus could be neviim rishonim, and Gemara (or halakhah) could occupy the slot in the junior or senior year.

This beit midrash is by its nature somewhat structured, as there is a defined subject area to which the learning will relate.  Within the selected discipline, students would study topics of their choosing, within whatever guidelines have been set.  Thus, in neviim rishonim, one student might choose to learn a particular book in depth, or with a specific commentary; another may focus on battles; and a third will explore the personalities and behaviors of several figures.  In the area of Gemara (or halakhah), the assignment could be narrowed to a particular massekhet or seder, or to a particular kind of problem, such as one related to technology and halakhah.  Again, individual students could focus differently, by text or by topic, and have great freedom of choice within a defined range.

As in the full-scale model described above, assessment would be portfolio-based, including progress reports and the like as well as documentation of the learning process.  There may or may not be a final product, but if there is, it is to be included in the portfolio.  Bekiut learning will serve as an anchor activity, geared towards the particular subject matter to be learned.  Each student would have a mentor who is responsible, together with the student, for creating and modifying the learning plan, assessing progress, and evaluating the portfolio.  The scope of the student-mentor relationship may be more limited than in the complete school model, due to time constraints and the reduced relative weight of the beit midrash within the school, but the mentoring program could also extend beyond the confines of the beit midrash.


In all of these cases, if the smaller-scale program is successful with the more limited group, the school could expand the program to include more students and/or more time.  Eventually, the standard school track might disappear entirely.  As the beit midrash expands to more hours per week, it can allow greater freedom.   With the expansion of the beit midrash, the necessity for focused methodology classes would also grow.  Provided that the school can garner the faculty and economic resources, the beit midrash model might gradually become the dominant one within the school.
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The Laboratory School:  Testing the Model

ATID HAS PLANS TO IMPLEMNT THIS VISION by building a school based on this model.  In advance of doing so, we would like to try these ideas out on a smaller scale, by collaborating with an innovative high school in Israel, Ulpanat AMIT Noga.  While the program in the school will involve only one class, and will have a format slightly modified from the one described here, we expect that this experience will teach us a great deal about the possibilities of implementing these ideas in a larger scale.  In the future, ATID hopes to publish a progress report, reflecting on the successes and failures of these experiments, with the hope of helping Jewish educators reflect on how limudei kodesh might be taught more effectively to our youth.  
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ATID is an independent institution fostering new and significant thought, strategies, and policies for the crucial issues facing Jewish education. ATID’s long-range programs include the ATID Fellows, a training fellowship for young Orthodox Jewish educators and future educational leadership, as well as professional and institutional development projects with lead-schools in Israel and the Diaspora, and a research and publishing division. 

This proposal was prepared during the 2003-04 academic year by a team of ATID's Senior Research Fellows (*), all graduates of the ATID Fellows program, and members of the ATID faculty and administration:

Rabbi Chaim Brovender, President of ATID, is Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshivat HaMivtar in Efrat.

* Dr. Yoel Finkelman, project coordinator at ATID in the coming year, teaches at Midreshet Lindenbaum.
Rabbi Yair Kahn is a ram at Yeshivat Har Etzion in Alon Shvut.

Rabbi Jeffrey Saks is the founding director of ATID.
* Aliza Segal will be a teacher at the Ma'ayanot School in Teaneck, NJ in 2004-05. She has taught at Michlelet Mevasseret Yerushalayim and Nishmat in Jerusalem, and is a certified yoetzet halakhah.

* Chaviva Speter has taught at the Hebrew Academy of Greater Washington, and is working on a Ph.D. at Haifa University. 
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