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Project Description

This projects attempts to examine the present crisis in the teaching of Gemara in Israeli state religious high schools. The author also examines the general problems of Israeli high schools and argues that there is a strong link between these two problems. The author brings three examples of schools where Talmud is taught successfully and suggests curriculum changes that could be adopted that would create an improved motivation for Talmud amongst Modern Orthodox Israeli youth.

Abstract

This paper examines the reasons why there is a crisis in Talmud study in national state religious high schools for boys and attempts to develop ideas as to how many of the problems can be dealt with effectively.

The author divides the project into five chapters. Within the first four chapters he discusses the different types of problems that exist within the high school educational sphere of Talmud study. At times, solutions are posited after the problems have been raised, however, the author waits until chapter five to bring case studies and examples of success in Talmud education, before proposing the establishment of a new type of elitist school, specifically designed for modern orthodox students who want to excel in Talmud, as wells as a new curriculum for regular state religious schools.

In many instances, the author draws upon his own personal experiences as a teacher in a British high school and compares them to his experiences in Israeli high schools. However, in the course of this study, the author visited numerous other Israeli high schools, interviewed numerous principals, teachers and students.

He highlights numerous problems, but begins by examining the general problems that riddle the Israeli educational sphere. It is clear that Talmud is not the only subject in crisis; in fact, the educational system of every western country seems to be in a serious predicament. The author nevertheless argues that the problems of the Israeli system, causes Talmud to suffer disproportionately more than other subjects because it is a soft target, an easy subject for students to attack. 

Therefore, he posits that if there were to be a general improvement in the educational system; the status of Talmud would improve disproportionately.

The author notes that the overall atmosphere of the school affects the institution’s ability to motivate its pupils to Talmud study. Those schools that have a very positive, serious and professional system seem to be more successful in transmitting a serious attitude to Gemara, than those that do not.

Therefore, at the outset of this project, he examines the general school problems of the state religious high school and the difficulties a teacher has coping with it. He then analyses the specific problems contained within the teaching of Talmud to modern orthodox school children followed by suggestions that schools could adopt in order to make Talmud more appealing. 

The author raises the following general problems of the school system that he believes lead to the lack of professionalism within the teaching profession:
a) Pay per hour for teachers

b) Poor salaries for teachers

c) Poor organisation of schools

d) Lack of structure within Israeli schools and the freedom they give their 
students.

e) The lack of a clear school ethos
The author argues that in order to effect a major improvement in their students’ attitudes towards Talmud study, schools need to soundly invest in improving the professionalism of the teaching profession. This includes recognising that teaching is not merely being in the classroom, acknowledging that if they are to recruit capable and loyal teachers they need to pay respectable salaries, conceding that the schools themselves need to be run effectively, with clear unambiguous policies that ensure that both staff and pupils internalise the aims that they are striving towards.

Once he made these points, the author examined the subject specific problems that cause children frustration when studying Talmud.

These include:

a) The language of the text 

b) The layout of the page and its lack of punctuation.

c) The brief nature of the “stam” Gemara.

d) The logical or illogical structure of the Mishna.

e) The tangents the “stam” Gemara incessantly takes.

f) The large amounts of background information the teacher needs to give his students before each sugya.

The author therefore, argues that it is incumbent upon the teacher to break the Gemara down into smaller units of work when he is introducing the subject to his students. Once this has been done the teacher should then show the children how this small unit fits into the greater mass of work. This method will allow children to familiarise themselves with the style of the Talmud, enabling them to cope with the full unpunctuated page in the future. The author claims that although these problems are difficult hurdles to overcome, with a clearly thought out programme and syllabus, they are not insurmountable. 

The author, however, notes that there is no need to change the actual Talmud text to a non-Vilna edition. This is because he believes that the main problems in teaching Talmud are spiritual not technical. Therefore, if schools can help ease the spiritual problems their students face, then the technical problems will be an easier hurdle to overcome.

The author then discusses the additional problems that are related to the teaching of Talmud. These problems are external to the page of Talmud, but can be just as difficult for the teacher to cope with. They include:

a) Poor motivation due to the feeling that Gemara is “pointless”.

b) The hair splitting and strange discussions can make the sugyot sound ridiculous.
c) The amount of time spent studying Talmud takes away from other subjects and their leisure.

d) The small volume of Talmud the children cover each year can be frustrating.

e) Lack of external motivation:

(i) Universities do not require a bagrut (matriculation exam) in Talmud.

(ii) Parents are generally more interested in their children’s’ secular studies.

f) Talmud teachers may be unfamiliar with the text they are teaching.

g) The democratisation of education – Perhaps Talmud is an elitist subject that is not meant to be studied by everybody.

In order to solve these problems, the author made two case studies of schools that teach Talmud successfully. Their success seems to be because they have:

a) Clear and well structured goals.

b) A well constructed system that encouraged the children to be self-disciplined.

c) Excellent teachers who receive in-house training and meet frequently to reassess progress.

d) A positive and trusting relationship between teachers and students.

e) These schools were small and had strict entrance requirements.

f) Innovative features.

The author concludes that in order for schools to be successful in teaching Talmud, must be very clear about their goals and expectations and be capable of transmitting their values to their students.

The author also suggests that in order to raise the overall standards of schools, governors introduce a new fund that would allow successful professionals from industries outside of education, to take a break from their profession and spend two or three years teaching in schools.

The author argues that there would be many advantages to this innovation. Firstly, capable teachers, who originally turned their back on education, can be recruited. Secondly these professionals can bring their business expertise and skills in management and innovation into the school community. Thirdly, being personally involved in schools will make businesses more aware of the problems school face. This may encourage them to invest in schools.

Whilst the author has discussed the difficulties of studying Talmud, he nevertheless stresses his confidence in the future that state religious schools will learn from their mistakes and begin to teach Talmud effectively

.

Introduction
In England I taught in a school that was approximately fifty percent religious. Very few students came from families with a strong learning tradition. Most children found basic Hebrew reading difficult whilst translation was way beyond capability of the overwhelming majority. Nevertheless we succeeded in creating a very positive religious atmosphere and good motivation for Torah learning.

In Israel, most students in state religious high schools are religious. They can speak and read Hebrew fluently. They also come from communities that are abundant with synagogues and rabbis. Nevertheless, we seem to be failing our children in Israel.

In this project I try to examine the reasons why we are generally successful abroad yet generally unsuccessful in Israel.

This project is part of a personal journey I have made since I made aliya two years ago. Nevertheless, I must point out that whilst I have drawn on many personal experiences, this project is not a critique of the two schools I am presently teaching in. On the contrary, I am very proud of these schools and they both have a good reputation for being successful. 

Before I begin this project, I must mention the gratitude I have for my project mentor, Rabbi Chaim Brovender. Rabbi Brovender is a very busy man and is often out of the country, yet somehow, he was always available and had time for me. He was also very patient in his guidance and his criticisms were always phrased positively. Whenever he questioned my ideas, it was always out of intellectual curiosity and a desire to understand my point of view better. I was in constant admiration of his wisdom and modesty was always impressed by the way he approached our discussions. Many of the ideas of this project are the input of Rabbi Brovender and I thank him for that.

It should be noted that the translations of the sources in this project are my own free translations.

Chapter 1: Purpose of this project
The Talmud is generally considered to be the most important Jewish text. It is a monumental work that encompasses the whole of Jewish teaching. It interprets Biblical texts, examines the legislation of the Mishnah, delves into Jewish thought and philosophy, recounts Jewish history, lore and legend, teaches moralistic knowledge and maxims and it asks questions of Jewish mysticism.
Rabbis rarely pronounce halachik rulings without first researching the Talmudic discussion. In fact it is difficult to become a rabbi without having extensive knowledge of the Talmud. When two Jews arrange a chavruta to study Torah it will almost always be for the purpose of studying Talmud.

As young children, Jews are taught of the Oral Torah
 being the only means of interpreting the Written Torah. For example, without the Talmud we would interpret the following verse incorrectly – this would have major ramifications on the practice of Judaism today.

"וּסְפַרְתֶּם לָכֶם מִמָּחֳרַת הַשַּׁבָּת מִיּוֹם הֲבִיאֲכֶם אֶת עֹמֶר הַתְּנוּפָה שֶׁבַע שַׁבָּתוֹת תְּמִימֹת תִּהְיֶינָה." 






[ויקרא פרק כג, טו]
“You shall count from the day after the Shabbat from the day you bring the omer of the wave offering. They shall be seven complete weeks.”










[Leviticus 23:15]

The Talmud in Menahot 75b explains that in this instance the word “HaShabbat” means “the Holiday” and not “the Sabbath”
. Indeed to this day Karaite Jews claim that the Orthodox interpretation is incorrect and because they reject the Oral Law their practise of Judaism differs on this issue – this fact underlines the importance of the Talmud to Orthodox Jews. 

This example is but one of many. 

Therefore Jewish practice, which is the prime factor that has sustained Judaism throughout the ages, is not at all dependent upon Scripture but upon the Talmud. It is hence, considered to be more authoritative than the Torah. The Talmud itself states:

"... בני הזהר בדברי סופרים יותר מדברי תורה שדברי תורה יש בהן עשה ולא תעשה ודברי סופרים כל העובר על דברי סופרים חייב מיתה..."








[תלמוד בבלי מסכת עירובין דף כא/ב]
“... my son be wary with the words of the scribes more than the words of the Torah, for within the words of the Torah are positive and negative commandments and the words of the scribes, yet whoever transgresses the words of the scribes is liable for the death penalty...”








[B.T. Eruvin 21b]

It is for this reason that Rabbi Adin Steinzaltz recently speculated
 that Jewish communities, such as those of Eastern Europe, that kept the Talmud at the centre of their curriculum managed to survive and grow, but those that neglected Talmud study, such as Italy, withered and faded.

Therefore Talmud is the focus of Jewish education within Jewish high schools and post-high school institutions. Even in schools where the language and structure of the Talmud does not pose a threat to students, children will spend a disproportionate amount of lesson time pouring over the pages of the Talmud than of any other subject.
Most religious high schools also have policies that ensure that class tutors are the homeroom Gemara teacher. The purpose of this is to ensure that the children are surrounded by an atmosphere of Talmud and that the Gemara teacher’s love for his subject will rub off onto his pupils.

Hence it is deeply disturbing that research done in Israeli state religious high schools, shows that over fifty per cent of boys say that the most hated subject in the school curriculum is Talmud
. Children found it boring, uninspiring and irrelevant. The children had little understanding of the importance and the necessity of Talmud study.
At the same time there has also been a growth in the secularisation of religious youth, that is, that children from religious homes are not continuing to practice Judaism once they leave high school
. 

From discussions with principals, teachers and my own experiences as a teacher, it is clear that there is a correlation between these two phenomenons.
When I began this project, my main aim was to focus on curricular and structural changes to the teaching of Talmud. I believed that this is the main direction that teachers must focus on. Whilst I still feel that certain curricular changes are necessary,    my research showed me that the problem is not solely linked to the teaching of Talmud, it is to do with the religious atmosphere of schools.

Rabbi Aharon Adler, principal of the Yeshivat Bnei Akiva in Hashmonaim, even claimed that the whole issue was a spiritual issue. He said that schools are failing to inspire their students religiously; therefore they are failing them with Talmud. If schools were to inspire their students religiously, most of the motivational problems in Talmud study would dissipate.

It is therefore crucial that educators examine the causes of the strong dislike of Gemara, so that solutions can be found and implemented. This question becomes even more fundamental when I compare my experiences of schools here in Israel to my experiences in England. I taught in a school where at least fifty percent of the children were irreligious and yet we were able to spiritually inspire the students, yet in Israel, where the schools are almost one hundred percent religious and where the children have fewer language problems with the texts, the schools seem to be failing. Why is this so and what can we do about it?

Therefore I will spend a large portion of this project examining the basic problems of Israeli schools. I believe that once we have solved these problems, we will have solved many of the motivational problems in the teaching of Talmud.

Aims of this project

Therefore, the purpose of this project is to:

a) Examine why state religious high schools are not inspiring youth in Talmud and Judaism.

b) Suggest action that schools could take to make Talmud and Judaism more inspiring to their students.

At the same time I will also examine general problems that riddle the Israeli educational sphere, for the reasons stated below as well as suggest a reorganisation of schools.

Method

Talmud is not the only subject in crisis; in fact, the educational system of every western country seems to be in a serious predicament. It is my belief however, that the problems of the Israeli system, causes Talmud to suffer disproportionately more than other subjects because it is a soft target, an easy subject for students to attack. 

Moreover, after having visited numerous schools as part of this project and from own experiences of a teacher abroad, it became obvious that the overall atmosphere of schools affect the institution’s ability to motivate its pupils to Talmud study. Those schools that had a very positive, serious and professional system seemed to be more successful in transmitting a serious attitude to Gemara, than those that did not.

Therefore, I place a major emphasis on the general problems of the Israeli state religious high school and the difficulties the teacher has coping with it. Hence, I begin the project with this examination as I believe that if the religious atmosphere of schools was radically improved, children would have a much more positive attitude towards Talmud study.

Chapter 2: General school problems
Whilst other countries such as Britain and the USA
 also have a crisis in education, Israel seems to have specific problems of its own. I will try and give a brief outline of the main difficulties schools in Israel have:

Lack of professionalism within the teaching profession:
Whilst a qualified Israeli teacher will have a very thorough education in both didactics and pedagogy, as soon as he enters the classroom, he will be faced with a situation that automatically challenges his professionalism.

Pay per hour
Teachers in Israel are paid for the amount of time they spend in the classroom and not for the amount of time they work as teachers. For example, a full-time high school teacher has to spend twenty-four hours in the classroom per week. As the long as the teacher turns up and teaches his lessons he will be paid. The teacher will not be paid for work spent at home or even at school preparing his lessons and marking his students’ homework.

This means that the teacher has no incentive to be in school when he is not teaching. It follows that teachers want to have all their lessons in blocks and not spread out throughout the day. 

The advantages I experienced abroad, of being in school all day, made a huge impact to my success as a teacher and to my school’s success as a school. Firstly it was clearly understood and recognised that a large part of being a teacher is the work done by the teacher outside of lessons. I was not merely a frequent visitor to the school, but I was a part of the whole school community.

I worked together with other members of staff, was able to get to know them, learn from them and bond them. I knew every member of staff. We were able to act as a unit and support each other when necessary. Departmental meeting time was also timetabled into the schedule to ensure that problems could be discussed and that innovative suggestions could be made.

This encouraged willingness for teachers to take on extra responsibilities and to organise special projects. There was a feeling that the orgainser was making a valued contribution to the school community and that his colleagues were supporting and contributing to the effort.

Furthermore, each teacher was involved in curriculum development. Teachers created materials for one another and met often enough to discuss the material and to give advice as to how to present the material to the students.

However, the picture is totally different in Israeli schools. The teachers are visitors to the school and feels alone. Even teachers of parallel classes, teaching the same material do not get to meet to feed ideas off each other. Meetings are made on ad hoc basis and information is normally transmitted when members of staff bump into one another in the hallway.

The teacher’s job is merely to teach his subject to the best of his ability without reference to whole school policies.  He also has little motivation to volunteer for extra-curricular activities and is given little opportunity to volunteer ideas. 

With no regularly timetabled meetings, teachers do not plan policies together. The staff rarely has an opportunity to sit down together to discuss the problems the school may be having. 

Policies are therefore generally handed down to staff by the schools’ senior management team as a fait accompli, with little discussion and explanation. If staff were involved in policy making decisions they would understand them better, be more aware of their importance and be more willing to implement them – for they are part of the community.

However, in Israeli schools, policies are generally not known of and or ignored. There is even little opportunity for the management to ensure that new directives are being followed, as the teacher leaves soon after his or her lesson is over. Therefore each teacher finds himself dealing with situations differently. For example, one teacher may ignore an impertinent child; another may give a mild rebuke whilst another may give a stern punishment.

These inconsistencies amongst staff are also unsettling for the student. The boundary of acceptable and unacceptable behaviour becomes unclear and the child becomes confused. Other children may simply take advantage of the inconsistencies and ridicule the school’s basic structures.

Pupils also find themselves far more dramatically affected when a teacher is suddenly taken ill. When teachers are employed for the whole day, they are expected to cover and support an absent teacher. An ill teacher can be confident that a colleague will be ensuring that his students continue their classes.

In Israel however, since most of the teachers in the school at any given moment are teaching, there is rarely anyone available to take their place. Therefore, more often than not, especially when the absence is at short notice, lessons are cancelled altogether and the pupils have a free period. It is common for children to have free periods during the day. This never happened in my experience abroad
.

The free period syndrome leads to a lack of motivation amongst pupils and all of them look forward to, in fact claim their free lesson as a right. I have even experienced children saying to me that as I hadn’t been absent during the year, I owed them a free lesson!!

Dr Beverly Gribetz, principal of the Evelyne de Rothschild School for Girls, told me that she deliberately tries to timetable her teachers so that they will be forced to stay in school outside of their actual lesson time. She tries to explain to them the importance of being in school outside of their hours, but she is experiencing resistance to her efforts, for her teachers ask her, quite reasonably, why they should remain in school if they are not being paid for it.

The governing bodies of schools have to learn that schools are not merely a place for children to have lessons and that its mission cannot merely be taught in the classroom. Schools are institutions that aim to train children for the adult world. This point applies all the more so to religious schools, as they have a complicated and subtle world outlook to purvey to their students. If the school’s atmosphere is not right, the religiosity and motivation of the pupils will drop.

Therefore it is vital that schools change the pay structure of their teachers or at least formulate incentives that would encourage them to remain in school outside of their classroom hours. It is crucial that full time teachers are in the school full time and that part time teachers are in school in proportion with the hours that they teach.

These problems are compounded when we consider the following factor that detracts from the Israeli teacher’s professionalism:

Poor salaries

In most countries teachers are poorly paid, however the situation in Israel is acute. I believe that because of this, some of the country’s best potential educators do not even consider entering the profession. They are lured by the more lucrative industries. I also know of schools who lost some of its best teachers as they could not match the terms and conditions other schools were willing to pay them.

The teacher shortage in America has reached such a critical stage that American Senator Charles Schumer has called “it one of the most glaring problems we face right now"
. 

Richard Riley, the Secretary of State for Education of the United States added that the situation was so grave that the competency of those teachers that joined the profession was in question:

“It's gotten so bad that some schools have been forced to put any warm body in front of a classroom."

In Britain, the problem has become so acute that the government has decided to award students $9000 for merely taking a free one-year teacher training course, in order to encourage young graduates to become teachers.

British teaching union leaders have already pointed out that a one-off “bribe” will not be sufficient to reverse years of under funding in education. To really solve the problem there must be a substantial improvement in teacher salaries in the long term.

There is no reason to suggest that Israel does not suffer from the same problem. On the contrary, because teacher pay is far lower in Israel than in Britain and the US, it is only reasonable to suggest that problem here is far more severe.

Those teachers, including the competent ones, who do remain in the profession, find that they cannot support themselves with full-time employment. Therefore, many teach at least one and a half jobs
. 

The teacher therefore finds himself teaching in more than one school. This only adds to the problem of his loyalty to his school – he has two schools to be loyal to. Moreover, it becomes very hard for him to find time to sit down with pupils after lessons as he always finds himself rushing from one school to the other. 

As a result of these extra hours and rushing around, the teacher finds it difficult to prepare his lessons properly – creative teaching and his ability to come up with challenging ways of presenting the material dissipate as the teacher’s workload grows. 

Once again, the Israeli student ends up receiving poor standards as a consequence of long-term under-investment in education.

The importance of this issue must not be underestimated. If the most precious resource of our society is our children, we must be prepared to invest in them appropriately and hire the best teachers possible for them.

A report published by the British Chief Rabbi’s Office in 1990
, suggested a new scheme that would tempt professionals from outside of the educational world, to take a break from their profession and spend two or three years teaching in schools.

This scheme never went ahead, however, there would be many advantages to this innovation. Firstly, capable teachers, who originally turned their back on education, because of its poor pay structure and lowly status, would be recruited. Secondly these professionals would bring their business expertise and skills in management and innovation into the school community. Thirdly, being personally involved in schools would make businesses more aware of the problems school face. This may encourage them to invest in schools.

This scheme would be very expensive to run, but the benefits for our schools and more importantly, for our children would be incalculable.

Thus far, we have discussed two factors (pay per hour and poor salaries) that reduce the professionalism of teachers. However, they are exacerbated by the following third major problem that exists in Israeli schools.

Organisational problems

This problem maybe the outcome of having poorly motivated and over worked teachers, combined with the lack of time for full staff meetings coupled with the general Israeli disease of waiting to the last minute. Whatever the reason, my experience has been that important information is not passed down effectively to the teaching staff. Teachers are often the last to find out about changes in the school’s daily routine, for example lessons are often cancelled at the last minute because of a special event or guest speaker, arrangements for special occasions are often only prepared at the last minute and when they have been prepared earlier, they are often changed.

Teachers often find out the information from the pupils. One teacher told me that she was giving what she thought was her penultimate lesson of the year. At the end of the lesson she told her students what they would be doing the next lesson. That work included her summary of the year and a farewell. Her students then told her that that there was no next lesson as they had a mock (preparatory exam) the day after the intended lesson and were therefore exempted from school that day. The teacher felt foolish and made a hasty and unsatisfactory farewell to her students. She then checked the teacher notice board and asked other teachers if this was the case, perhaps she missed something. However, no one knew of this nor was there any information about it. The day before what was supposed to be the final lesson, the teacher received a phone call from the school telling her that there was no lesson the next day as her students had a mock the day after!!

Often, when a special event has been organised, the teacher who was supposed to be teaching the class must supervise at the event. However, only rarely are teachers told what was expected and what their responsibilities were. A teacher told me of how foolish he felt when children repeatedly asked him what they were meant to be doing and he hade no idea what to say to them. Unfortunately, these are common occurrences that contribute to the reduction the professionalism of the teacher

The senior management team must find ways of communicating effectively with staff and making them feel part of the community, involving them positively in the decision making process and in special activities.

The next point is another issue that is crucial to the running of the school.
Discipline
It is a fair assumption to say that most children want to succeed in their studies at school. Some children find it easier to succeed than others. However, most children need a framework that will create a safe and secure learning environment for them.

In order to help create this environment, a school needs to establish policies that are consistent with the ethos of the school and that are clear and coherent to both the staff and the pupils. The staff can then act consistently amongst themselves leaving no confusion amongst the pupils and also leaving them little possibility of taking advantage of any inconsistencies.

Whilst a strong personality can survive and even thrive in an environment of unclear and inconsistent policies, many teachers face the difficulty of not knowing what disciplinary measures they can use and how to use them effectively. They also find that children take advantage of the situation arguing that other teachers have no problem with this type of behaviour so why should they. One teacher told me of his frustration that every attempt of his to institute a new rule for disciplinary purposes into his class was almost always overruled by the homeroom teacher, who saw no need for it.

Teachers therefore often find themselves dealing with disciplinary situations on their own, constantly making subjective decisions. Whilst they of course can turn to the class tutor, because of the problems previously stated, he is often not available at the right time. The teacher himself may then not be back in the school for another couple of days. Therefore, it turns out that there is a real lack of follow up with the teacher having to have to face that pupil again without having dealt with it properly. The pupil and his classmates also have the full knowledge that he got away with his poor behaviour. They know from experience that his warnings can go unheeded without their being any major repercussions. Once this precedent has been established, the teacher finds it very difficult to reverse. His discipline problems may only grow and the teacher finds himself alone in trying to cope with them.

Many capable teachers may have been lost to the teaching profession because schools did not provide them with the support and backup that would have enabled them to cope with discipline problems. 

However, there is no need for this system of “survival of the fittest” amongst teachers. With proper supervision, guidance and a clear educational and disciplinary structure that is fair but firm, the teachers who are “weaker” can also thrive.

Children also need structure
; moreover they even want structure. Most children want to learn and succeed, however, they often find themselves frustrated with teachers who cannot control the classroom, instructions that are far too vague and an environment that is far too free. Moreover, they have so many distractions, such as computer games, movies and sports, that even the most motivated of children find it challenging not to succumb to the overabundance of temptation that modern day children have.

It is therefore essential that children be given clear areas and boundaries that they may not cross. Schools must also ensure that they react to each infringement in a responsible but consistent manner, in order to ensure that standards and the school ethos are maintained.

Nevertheless, Israeli state religious high schools also tend to focus on the belief that children will thrive when they are given freedom and responsibility. Whilst this is certainly true, there is no reason why there should be no checks and balances to this system. Children are often left alone and are told that it is their responsibility to help themselves. If they do not it is their loss. 

This ideal seems to be a “survival of the fittest” for children. The elite children may be able to succeed and even thrive in this environment, however, children that are less motivated and have other challenges often find that when left to themselves, they achieve less than their potential.

Unsurprisingly, the religious media has been recently full of discussion about the crisis in education. Alarmingly, Professor Shraga Fisherman, whose article “The Youth of the Tossed Kippa” began the recent wave of debate
, argues that up to twenty-five percent of national religious youth do not continue to be religious after having finished high school
.

Whilst not all of the blame can be laid at the feet of teachers, indeed children spend far more time at home than they do in school
, much of the problem resides with the fact that children do not believe that they have any boundaries; everything is an option open to them if they want it.

The school is an ideal and natural place for children to be given structure.

Instead of seeing the establishment of a document that establishes the standardisation of rules and procedures as a threat to the individual development of both the students and the teachers, schools should see them as a framework that allows the children to develop their potential to its fullest. 

It is not a choice between being strict and being compassionate, there is a middle ground that allows for a teacher to react in a way that employs both strategies simultaneously.

If successfully employed, a staff guide can be an important tool in ensuring that a school runs smoothly, ensuring that its teachers and pupils are able to achieve their respective targets.

However, a staff guide is not enough. I believe that schools need to clarify their ethos and outlook. 

School ethos
“For school to make sense, the young, their parents, and their teachers must have a god to serve, or, even better, several gods. If they have none, school is pointless.
”

These “gods” or ideals, need to be clear and frequently promoted. However the Modern Orthodox and national-religious ideals are not easily definable. They are unclear and can even appear to be contradictory to a child. For example, a child in a national religious school is taught that he is part of the wider Israeli society and that he must execute his national obligations such as army service. At the same time, however, he is also taught of the dangers of the wider society and that he has certain religious obligations that keep him detached from the rest of society. So too, the children are taught the importance of learning Torah and of its holiness, yet at the same time they are taught the value of secular education.

Whilst these ideas are not necessarily mutually exclusive of one another, and can even be complementary, the message, if not put across effectively, is confusing to the student. He may feel that rather than being committed to any specific ideal, his school (and his community) is compromising its religiosity, that it is not brave enough to obligate itself to either the secular or religious world.

The Modern Orthodox child may consider his family, school and community to be living a hypocritical lie and may decide that he should choose between them. The child will find it harder to commit himself to the religious lifestyle than the secular because essentially, Modern Orthodox children live very similar lives to their secular counterparts. After all they enjoy the same music, see the same movies, watch the same television programmes, worship the same sports stars and play the same computer games.

Whilst these children do have many religious obligations in common with hareidi youth, Modern Orthodox youth spend their free and leisure time in the secular world. On the contrary, the mitzvoth can come across as tiresome obligations that they could easily forgo. The youth, therefore may feel far more comfortable in the secular environment and believe that they have very little in common with their hareidi counterparts. 

Furthermore, even without the feeling the “hypocrisy” of the Modern Orthodox world, secular society may be simply more attractive to a Modern Orthodox child than religious society.

At the same time, the Modern Orthodox child has very few Modern Orthodox heroes to admire. Institutions such as the hesder yeshivot, Bar Ilan University and even West Bank settlers were once universally acclaimed as pioneers and leaders who could bridge the gap between the secular and the religious. National religious youth of the previous generation did have role models in society that they could be proud of. However, today they are perceived by many, to be hotbeds of fanaticism and are given a bad press by the media. It is becoming increasingly difficult for Modern Orthodox youth to find leaders that they can identify with.

Hence, the Modern Orthodox child receives many mixed messages, many of them critical of his way of life, and may therefore be increasingly drawn to a very exciting secular world that offers him little restrictions.

In this climate, it is essential that schools give very clear messages about their outlook and ethos. As noted in the introduction, one of the reasons, the school I taught in was successful was because it was very clear about its ethos and because it stressed it to its students whenever possible. Examples of this included printing a summarised edition of it in the school issued personal organiser, posters with snippets from Jewish tradition that supported the ethos fixed at various points on the campus and constant reminders in assemblies and tutor periods. In this way, the school succeeded in clearly transmitting its values to its students.

In order to do this successfully, a school first needs clarify for itself what it stands for. The governors and senior management team need to draw up a clear and concise mission statement that states its vision clearly. It can then be forwarded to staff and parents.

Once this has been achieved, a summarised form of the statement must be made available to the students, with snippets of the statement posted strategically around the school.

The senior management team must also ensure that the ethos of the school is reflected in all activities that the school undertakes. The students must also be given constant reminders of the school’s philosophy in assemblies and in their social and health education lessons.

The teachers themselves must become the role model to their students
. They cannot afford to be merely a source of knowledge in the subject of their expertise. The teacher must become a living example of the school ethos in action – a person who the students can admire and parade as an example of a committed Modern Orthodox, national religious person.

However, many Israeli schools do not have mission statements. Many of those that do, do not make it readily available to the teachers. The student, therefore, does not receive a clear message of what its school represents.

Summary

Up until now I have been discussing the general problems that pervade state religious Israeli high school. In my opinion, the main problem is the lack of professionalism of the system, which is caused by various factors.

Even though this area does not appear to directly link to my main subject which is concerned with encouraging motivation in the learning of Gemara, my research shows me that improvement in this are will vastly improve the state of Talmud study in high schools. 

I have two reasons for this belief:

a) Because of the nature of Talmud study and because of the amount of hours dedicated to it, Gemara suffers disproportionately to all other subjects. Therefore improving the general problems in education will lead to a disproportionate improvement in motivation for Talmud study.

b) Talmud study thrives in a motivated religious environment. If schools could improve the attitude of their students towards Judaism, they would see a vast improvement in their students’ attitude towards Gemara.

Conclusion

In order to effect a major improvement in their students’ attitudes towards Talmud study, schools need to soundly invest in improving the professionalism of the teaching profession. This includes recognising that teaching is not merely being in the classroom, acknowledging that if they are to recruit capable and loyal teachers they need to pay respectable salaries, conceding that the schools themselves need to be run effectively, with clear unambiguous policies that ensure that both staff and pupils internalise the aims that they are striving towards.

However, it would wrong to conclude that solving these problems alone, without any reference whatsoever to the problems inherent in teaching Gemara, would improve the motivation of children to learn Gemara.

It is vitally important that Talmud teachers also study the specific problems that effect Talmud study. This includes examining the curriculum of the schools with regard to Gemara as well as making the actual page of Gemara more user-friendly. These points will be discussed in the next two chapters.

Chapter 3: Subject specific problems in Talmud study.

In the previous chapter we noted that the teaching of Talmud in Israeli state religious schools could be substantially improved, if there was major change to the overall structure of schools.

However, the Gemara itself is a difficult book to study. This adds to the problems and dilemmas for teachers as to the best way to teach it. 

We will list below, some of the problems that teachers have to be aware of before they begin teaching Talmud. We will first begin with technical details that are presented in the Vilna shas
, which is the standard edition of the Talmud in use today. We will then examine the structural challenges that beginner students of Talmud have.

Language and Layout

Whilst the Mishnah is written in Hebrew, the main
 language of the Talmud is Aramaic. Children are not taught Aramaic or any Aramaic grammar nor are they given any introduction into the language. This means that even before students can begin to understand the logic of the discussion, they must first come to grips with translating the text. This issue can be highly frustrating for the student, particularly when each line of Talmudic argument contains unfamiliar words. Rather than trying to juggle efforts to understand the language of the text followed by the actual discussion, the student may simply give up.

On a similar vein, the actual text of Talmud used has very little punctuation, no commas, full stops, question or quotation marks etc
. Below is an example: 

The stam Gemara asks the following on the first Mishnah of chapter four of Tractate Berakhot 26a, 

"ורמינהו מצותה עם הנץ החמה כדי שיסמוך גאולה לתפלה ונמצא מתפלל ביום כי תניא ההיא לותיקין דאמר רבי יוחנן ותיקין היו גומרים אותה עם הנץ החמה"







Within these two lines, the stam Gemara has asked a question by bringing a quote from a baraita. It has then answered the question and backed up the answer by bringing a further quote. In a punctuated text, the passage would appears as follows:

ורמינהו: "מצותה עם הנץ החמה כדי שיסמוך גאולה לתפלה ונמצא מתפלל ביום"? 

כי תניא ההיא, לותיקין, דאמר רבי יוחנן: "ותיקין היו גומרים אותה עם הנץ החמה".






 
This fact that the text is not punctuated, gives the student two problems. Firstly, the student now has a third problem to juggle with. As well as translating the text before he can understand it, the student must first work out when and where arguments begin and end, when questions are being asked, answers given, statements made and new subjects begin. For the unpracticed student, this is a serious obstacle.

Secondly, as soon as the student opens the page in any given tractate, he is immediately confronted with an unbroken mass of unfamiliar text that contains challenging arguments. The automatic reaction of many students is to switch off without making any attempt to understand the text.

Numerous new editions of the Talmud have been written in order to overcome these problems. The Soncino English edition was quite popular for many years with the English speaking community. However, its academic and literal translation, together with its lack of annotation, made it difficult for children to understand. It has now been superceded by the Artscroll edition which uses simple English, straightforward explanations as well as remaining loyal to the Vilna edition. 
The Steinzaltz edition was and remains very popular in Israel, however, because of the fact that it ignores the structural layout of the Vilna edition; it has been generally overlooked
 and is used mainly as a text for reference.

Nevertheless, schools seem to be very hesitant in allowing their students to adopt these editions. Following discussions with educators, I have discovered that there are two reasons for this trend. Firstly, teachers feel that these new editions remove much of the challenge for children. It is feared that children will become dependent on them and will therefore never attain the skills needed to study Talmud independently.

Secondly, educators felt that in order for their schools to be seen as legitimate in the eyes of the parents and the wider community, it was crucial for them to teach Talmud the way it has been traditionally taught
, that is, with the Vilna edition.

Therefore, the technical problems of the actual Talmud cannot be solved with technical solutions. Hence, it is crucial for teachers who introduce Gemara to children, to give them the technical skills of breaking down the Talmud page into smaller units of work, before they begin or whilst they begin to learn the actual Gemara. It would be very helpful if they were given short sugyot in a pointed text at an early stage, with the intention of switching to a Vilna shas at a later stage. This method may allow them to gain control in juggling the various difficulties that exist on the actual page.

Unfortunately, however, the technical maze that exists within each page of Talmud is not the only difficulty that students have to overcome. There are numerous structural problems within the text that students also have to successfully maneuver themselves through. I will now list some of the main problems.

The brief nature of the stam Gemara
The stam Gemara is the narrative that pieces together the discussion of the Talmud. This narrative is often very brief and is usually very concise. This makes it hard for the student to follow the Gemara’s line of argument. Below is an example, the same passage we quoted earlier:

"ורמינהו מצותה עם הנץ החמה כדי שיסמוך גאולה לתפלה ונמצא מתפלל ביום כי תניא ההיא לותיקין דאמר רבי יוחנן ותיקין היו גומרים אותה עם הנץ החמה"






 
This passage is very brief. The student needs the following information in order to make discussion easier to understand. To begin with, the stam Gemara does not make it clear which part of the Mishnah it is questioning. Secondly, it does not explain the terms "גאולה" or "תפילה". Thirdly, No attempt was made to explain which commandment "מצותה" was referring to. Fourthly, the question was not clearly explained. The stam Gemara merely brought a source which contradicted the Mishnahh, but the contradiction was not obvious. Finally, the stam answered the question by saying that one of two cases was referring to a special circumstance, however, he does not specify which one.

The stam Gemara made many assumptions that it considered obvious. However, to the new student, this is not necessarily the case. Hence, there are further barriers that block the child from understanding Talmudic discussion.

The logical structure of the Mishnah

Furthermore, the Talmud does not follow the logical order that a modern student would expect and is familiar with. Indeed the Mishnah, upon which the Amoraim used as the basis for the Talmudic discussion, does not seem to have any logical order at all.

The Mishnah has a clear logical order of topics, presented in six general headings and a further division into tractates. However, within each tractate the topical order of subjects appears to be very haphazard.

For example the first tractate of Gittin begins with the issue of how a divorce document can be given and thereby granted via proxy. The very last Mishnahh of the tractate discusses what constitutes terms for divorce. The penultimate Mishnahh discusses whether divorce is permitted. This order seems to be wrong. Surely, the penultimate Mishnahh should be first. It seems strange that after discussing the intricacies of divorce, including what constitutes a valid divorce, should we then discuss whether it is permitted. It is also odd that the very first Mishnahh should discuss the issue of proxy. 

Indeed, Maimonides proudly states that one of his reasons for writing the Mishneh Torah, was to put it in a more logical order so that the laymen will be able to study halakha more effectively:

"וראיתי לחלק חיבור זה הלכות הלכות בכל עניין ועניין, ואחלק ההלכות לפרקים שבאותו עניין; וכל פרק ופרק אחלק אותו להלכות קטנות, כדי שיהיו סדורים על פה... מפני שחילוק חיבור זה לפי העניינים לא לפי מניין המצוות, כמו שיתבאר לקורא בו"



[הקדמת הרמב"ם לספר יד החזקה]
“So I decided to divide this work’s halachot into appropriate compartments...therefore this work is divided into subject matter and not according to the order of the commandments, as will become clear to the reader.”

[Maimonides’ introduction to the Yad HaHazaka]

Therefore, it is not surprising that Mishneh Torah brings the laws of divorce in a more expected order.

However, this does not mean that the Mishnah does not have a well thought out order. Rabbi Avraham Walfish writes that the enigmatic features of the Mishnah has caused many to believe that:

“...Rebbe cobbled the Mishnah together from a variety of older proto-Mishnahic collections and others by the supposition that the Mishnah arrangement sacrifices codificatory logic on behalf of supposed didactic or mnemotechnical aims.”

Walfish rejects these opinions and argues that the Mishnah was carefully constructed:

“...the redaction of the Mishnah can be understood if we pay close attention to the language and the literary structure of the Mishnah. Moreover, understanding the role of the Mishnah’s language games in structuring its arrangement will open up new levels of conceptual insight.”

Nevertheless, whether or not the Mishnah has a literary order, as Walfish suggests it does, children are unfamiliar with this structure and may become lost trying to keep track of the topics that the Mishnah, and subsequently the Gemara, covers.

Tangents

A further problem the student may have is that the Talmud’s discourse is rarely smooth. More often than not, the stam Gemara becomes sidetracked and leaves the Mishnah’s agenda. It often becomes embedded in long and complicated discussions not germane to the general topic. Once again this leaves the student confused and unclear as to the direction the discussion is going.

Background Information
One final problem relevant that may cause the student stress and anxiety whilst studying Talmud is the stam Gemara’s assumption that the reader has all the background information. However, since students do not always have this information the teacher must provide this background. Therefore, once again, the student finds that he needs to remain focused on much auxiliary information before he can begin to understand the sugya. The student may simply raise his hands in surrender to the mass of information.

We will discuss solutions to these technical problems and we will address the need for curriculum reform in Chapter 5 of the project.

However, as noted earlier, it seems that the main problem of studying Talmud is religious and not technical. A student who is not interested in counting the Omer, will not be concerned as to the interpretation of "ממחרת השבת", nor, as discussions with students seem to show, is he likely to likely to find the intellectual discussion stimulating. The real question is how we can create a positive religious and learning environment with which the child will want to be stimulated by the Talmud. We will see how certain schools have achieved this in the coming chapters.

Nevertheless, it is still incumbent upon the teacher to help his students break the Gemara down into smaller units of work especially when he is introducing the subject to his students. Once this has been done the teacher should then show the children how this small unit fits into the greater mass of work. This method will allow children to familiarise themselves with the style of the Talmud, enabling them to cope with the full unpunctuated page in the future. 

Immanuel College, London did this successfully
 because the school managed to recognise their students backgrounds and because they were able to identify clearly what their goals were and he how they were going to achieve them.

Conclusion

In this unit, I have tried to examine some of the subject specific problems that Talmud has. These problems are difficult hurdles to overcome, however, with a clearly thought out programme and syllabus, they are not insurmountable. I will deal with the issue of curriculum further on in the paper.

In the next chapter, I will try to focus on other problems that de-motivate students, that are not directly linked to the Talmud text.

Chapter 4: External Talmud Problems
In this chapter we will discuss the additional problems related to the teaching of Talmud that are not related to the general school curriculum nor related to the actual nature of the subject, though there well may be some overlap between the subjects that we have already covered.

The first issue we will examine is children’s motivation to study Talmud:

Motivation
We have already brought reasons as to why children are poorly motivated when it comes to learning Talmud. However, unfortunately, there are other issues that reduce the motivation of students:

“Pointless” Study

Children do not seem to know why they are studying Talmud. They know that Torah study is an important aspect of being a religious Jew, however this knowledge has not necessarily been internalised nor do children seem to understand why the focus of the Jewish Studies is on Talmud.

Children also find it hard to relate to the issues that the Talmud deals with. Whether it be about someone who tripped over a barrel placed in a public street
 or about a sukka that is over twenty cubits tall
, children may find it difficult to get excited about the lengthy legal discussions that emanate from these issues.

Schools that are successful make it clear why Torah study, regardless of whether the issue is immediately relevant to their lives, is important. Much may dependent upon the background of the children, but, nevertheless, the school has a vital role putting the message across.

Hair splitting and strange discussions

In addition, the Talmud often has discussions that appear to be ridiculous. For example, in Tractate Sukka Rabbi Jose quotes a verse from Psalms and derives from there that the Divine presence never settles on earth whilst Moses and Elijah never rose up to heaven. The stam Gemara then brought other verses that seemed to contradict Rabbi Yose’s statement. Each time it resolves the problem by saying that G-d never descended lower than ten handbreadths, whilst Moses and Elijah never rose higher than ten handbreadths
.

This piece of Talmud should not be taken at face value; nevertheless, it comes across as very strange and irrelevant for the student studying it. Furthermore, the legal hairsplitting that the Gemara often does to solve problems can add to the child’s feeling that he is wasting his time.

Time and Volume

Furthermore, because of the nature of Talmud, a child needs to spend a large proportion of his time studying it in order to master it. A child can discover that his class is timetabled to study around four hours per day. 

Additionally, because of its complexity, a class may find at the end of a year that it has only covered a few pages.

All these factors together may add to the frustration of the student struggling with the intricacies of Talmud without knowing why he is studying it in the first place. In these circumstances, the motivation of the student may drop.

Lack of external motivation

External motivation can come in two forms. The school and the educational system can motivate children because of their need to acquire bagrut (matriculation) certificates, whilst children also receive motivation from their parents. We will examine both aspects.

There are many subjects that children have little motivation to study for. However, children generally realise that in order for them to go to gain qualifications to qualify for university, it is essential that they achieve good results in their bagrut.

However, children know very well that there is little need for them to acquire a qualification in Talmud. It is not a university requirement. It is much more crucial for the child to do well in Mathematics and English than it is for Talmud. Therefore, as well as having few external reasons to succeed in Talmud, the child may also become resentful about the amount of time that he spends studying what he considers to be crucial subjects compared to the amount of time he spends studying Talmud.

Secondly, many of the children attending state religious high schools, do not come from families that have a learning background. Very few of their parents have study partners or go to shiurim. Their parents, however, do feel the obligation of giving their children the opportunity to learn. Yet, they are often more concerned with their children a good set of bagrut, than real success in Talmud.

Hence, the children already feel a lukewarm attitude towards Talmud from the home. Their teachers may preach the importance of learning, however, when they get home, they see that their parents are successful without Talmud study. Yet, they also know that their parents could not have been successful in their chosen profession with the basic secular subjects. Moreover, success in the eyes of most parents is measured by the ability to provide a comfortable income and not by being a Talmud hakham. Therefore, when they see Talmud scholars, including their teachers, struggling to make a living, and they see people without Torah study in their lives, earning a good income, they may become once again frustrated and resentful by the fact that they spend a majority of their time studying Talmud.

Therefore, it is no wonder that motivation for Talmud study is dropping amongst children.

However, it is not just children that have to deal with the uniqueness of Talmud in the school curriculum. Teachers also have difficulty coping with it.

One can expect that a math teacher in a high school is fully competent in the areas of algebra, geometry, calculus and all the other mathematical disciplines that children need to master. 

Yet, this is not the case in regards to Talmud. It is reasonable to assume that a Talmud teacher does have a love for the subject and does have the skills to master the tractate that he is teaching, however, it does not mean that he has recently or even previously studied the actual tractate that he is teaching.

Talmud is so vast that it is unreasonable to expect the teacher to have mastered the whole of shas, therefore, when teaching a Talmud class, the teacher may not know what the Gemara’s discussion will be on the next page.

With the amount of Talmud lessons that the teacher has to teach everyday, it is not unheard of for Talmud teachers to be only one page ahead of their students. However, in order to teach a tractate effectively it is crucial that the teacher has not just studied the whole tractate (or at least chapter) previously, but that he has also internalised it and is familiar with its structure.

This factor also makes it difficult for the teacher to be creative in his teaching of the subject. It would be impossible for him to make schemes of work and to plan the themes that he will be teaching at various points throughout the year. In fact, if the teacher was only one page ahead of his students it would mean that it would be difficult for him to give much thought as to how to present the material. This leads to boring and uninspiring lessons. Couple this fact with the amount of Talmud lessons the children have each day and one gets a constant stream of boring lessons.

Even when possible, teachers are often reluctant to use modern teaching methods as they see the Talmud as a traditional subject that needs to be taught in the same manner that it has always been taught. There is also the added problem that these schools want their students to receive places at yeshivot for post-high school students. These yeshivot demand that their students be capable of independent study in the traditional yeshiva method. Therefore teachers have an incentive not to adopt modern methods.

In these circumstances, it is not surprising to discover that so many children are not motivated to study Talmud.

This issue goes back to an earlier problem of teacher pay. Teachers are not paid well; therefore, the quality of teacher is poor – their overall knowledge of Talmud is poor and they are not inspiring enough to present the material creatively.

Schools must be prepared to invest in better quality teachers. Nevertheless, schools can ensure that their teachers are better prepared. To begin with, the teachers could be given an overall summary the tractate they are going to teach during the summer vacation, by an expert on Talmud. The teachers should also prepare material for each other and have regular meetings to discuss the material. As well as easing their workload, this will enable the teachers to focus on the material, ensure that they know the basic issues of the tractate they are teaching and guarantee that they are well prepared in advance of lessons. The curriculum development meetings will also enable them to think of imaginative ways of presenting the classes as well as give them the feeling that they are working in partnership and that they have the support of one another.

There is one additional factor that must be taken into account when studying the modern problem of lack of motivation when studying Talmud. That is, the democratisation of education. It will be explained below.

The Democratisation of Education

Up until the twentieth century, there was no crisis in Talmud education. The lack of motivation for Talmud amongst youth is a modern problem. However, this problem should not be taken out of context from a new positive phenomenon: Compulsory education.

In the twentieth century, education became compulsory and this is the case in all western countries today. Education is no longer considered to be privilege but a right. With compulsory education came another phenomenon, called today the democratisation of education. The purpose of this is to give all children equal opportunities in the field of education, so that children from poorer backgrounds will have the same opportunity to succeed as those from wealthier backgrounds.

This phenomenon also affected the Jewish world.

According to Shaul Stampfer, up until the twentieth centuries, Jewish communities of eastern Europe had two traditions: a scholarly tradition and an ignorant tradition
. Every child, regardless of background, was given the chance to become a Torah scholar. Heder was considered to be compulsory up until the age of twelve. Success in Torah scholarship granted the students numerous priveliges, which included marriage into wealth. 

However, few children made it. Most children dropped out at an early stage. According to Stampfer:

“The majority of Jews – the peddlers, the shoemakers, the tailors, etc., - could not study a page of Talmud on their own.”

These Jews remained pious and they respected and revered the Torah scholars, but they themselves were ignorant. Stampfer offers the supposition that the Heder system was therefore, a failure.

However, perhaps it was bound to fail. Menahem Kahana, Professor of Talmud at Hebrew University, claims that Talmud was never meant o be for everyone:

 “Talmud is a difficult book and is meant for a scholarly elite. The very fact that that it is taught to all students in state educational frameworks is problematic.”

Added to this Maimoides himself writes in the introduction to the Mishneh Torah:

"בזמן הזה תכפו צרות יתרות, ודחקה שעה את הכול, ואבדה חכמת חכמינו, ובינת נבונינו נסתתרה; לפיכך אותן הפירושין וההלכות והתשובות שחיברו הגאונים וראו שהם דברים מבוארים, נתקשו בימינו ואין מבין ענייניהם כראוי אלא מעט במספר. ואין צריך לומר התלמוד עצמו, הבבלי, והירושלמי, וספרא, וספרי, והתוספתות - שהם צריכין דעת רחבה ונפש חכמה וזמן ארוך, ואחר כך ייוודע מהם הדרך הנכוחה בדברים האסורים והמותרים ושאר דיני התורה היאך הוא: ומפני זה נערתי חוצני אני משה בן מיימון הספרדי, ונשענתי על הצור ברוך הוא, ובינותי באלו הספרים, וראיתי לחבר דברים המתבררים מכל אלו החיבורים..."
“These days there is extra suffering, there is little time, the wisdom of our sages has been lost and the understanding of our teachers has become hidden. Therefore, the explanations, laws and respinsa that the Geonim wrote in order to simplify matters have become incomprehensible in our times with only a few understanding them properly. All the more so, the Babylonian and the Jerusalem Talmuds, the Sifra, Sifrei and the Tosaphot – they need a broad knowledge, a wise soul and much timer in order to comprehend them... Therefore, I, Moses Maimonides.. have endeavoured to clarify these issues...”

Part of Maimonides’purpose in writing the Mishneh Torah was in order to free people from the arduous task of studying Talmud.

Kahane argues that the reason for the poor motivation in Talmud is because it is also taught at too early an age:

“The study of Talmud begins too early, when a child is not mature enough to grasp the Talmud’s complexity and beauty, which is why he/she builds a resistance to it.... Learning at an inappropriate level makes it difficult for all student: the more advanced get bored with the repetitions and the weaker ones have a hard time understanding
.

The question we have to ask is whether we should be teaching Talmud to every student. It is possible that we are asking too much of all our students and that we are giving them too much Talmud. The Talmud itself states:

"תפסת מרובה לא תפסת תפסת מועט תפסת"

[יומא דף פ/א]
“If one grabs a lot one cannot hold onto it, but if one grabs a little one can”










[B.T. Yoma 80a]

We have to consider whether more is actually less and that perhaps if we taught them less Talmud they would actually have a positive attitude towards it.

Many teachers and schools are worried about this concept, because if they reduce the amount of Talmud they teach, not even their better students would get into the yeshivot of their choice, for in order to really master Talmud one needs to have spent much time studying it.

However, there are certainly many students that are not getting anything out of Talmud. So, do we really benefit by forcing it on them? In the following chapter, I will account for two case studies I made of elitist schools, whilst discuss how another has streamed their students and altered the curriculum with equal success.

Chapter 5: Making Gemara Appealing
In the previous chapters we discussed the various difficulties that cause students to become frustrated with their Talmud studies. In the following chapter we will continue to examine the various options that may help teachers alleviate many of the problems that they may encounter.

However, before we examine curriculum changes, it would be important to point that there is not a lack of motivation everywhere. To begin with, Talmud education is flowering in the adult world. Many synagogues have numerous shiurim every day and the daf yomi phenomenon is growing. There does not seem to be a lack of motivation to Talmud study in the adult world.

Furthermore, as part of my research I visited a number of schools, including two schools that taught Talmud very successfully.

School Visit - Marova
The first school I visited was the Marova school near Modiin. Marova describes itself as an open-minded hareidi school in the style of American hareidi schools. The children in Marova study Talmud for a minimum of eight hours a day. The attitude of the children in lessons was very positive and many of them continued studying in their free time. The children also study secular subjects and prepare for 5 point bagrut in all the major subjects. 

In addition, the children were very polite and welcoming of me. Their values and moral education was clearly successful. The school places great emphasis on the development of positive character traits, above and beyond its emphasis on Talmud study.

Marova’s success stems from a number of factors. To begin with, it has elite children. There is a very stringent acceptance procedure. The entrance exam consists of three parts. Firstly, when the children arrive for the exam they are given an unseen Gemara and are expected to answer ten questions on the text and its commentaries. They are then given a shiur on that Gemara followed by a further oral examination on the shiur.

Only thirty-two children are accepted into each year group from out of one hundred and twenty candidates. Since the children have prior knowledge of the entrance procedure, it would be fair to say that the remaining ninety candidates are also of a high calibre. 

Therefore, Marova’s intake of children is really the best of the best. Furthermore, the small size of each year group and the fact that children live on campus enables the teaching staff to have a very good relationship with each child. 

The teaching staff was also of an excellent quality in terms of their Talmudic knowledge. These teachers were not just one page ahead of the children, but were well versed in at least all of the popular tractates together with their commentaries. In fact, one of the school’s policies when it came to lessons was that teachers had to introduce new material into his shiur, above and beyond what the students had to prepare before the lesson, in seder.

So what can the Israel’s national religious schools learn from Marova? One of the teachers who himself went to a national religious school when he was a child, told me that the failure of these schools was linked to unclear messages the schools gave their students in terms of the centrality of Talmud. He suspected that these schools did Talmud because they felt they had to and not because they really wanted to. In order to succeed in Talmud one needs to be committed to it. National religious schools or at least national religious communities do not give the impression that they are. Hence, the children do not take Talmud seriously.

The principal, Rabbi Baruch Chait, on a similar theme, said that state religious schools have to decide what they want to achieve and must understand the type of children that they are dealing with. He said that it would be highly inappropriate for schools to apply a Talmud heavy curriculum to students who are not predisposed to it.

Hence, it appears that Marova’s success is for the reason that it has elite students, teachers with a real love for Talmud, clear goals and because it is a small school.

Most state religious schools do not have any of these privileges. However, it might be possible to create a small elitist national religious school such as Marova. There may have to be minor changes in the curriculum, but there is no reason why the national religious community should not be able to find willing students to be a part of a small school such as this one.

This school could then act as a model for other schools to look up to and may set the standard for other schools to follow creating a domino effect that would improve the motivation of other youth. The national religious community must also be prepared to invest heavily in such a school and revere religious education as much as the hareidi community does.

However, it could be argued that such a school already exists. Yeshivat Mekor Haim in Kfar Etzion was another school I had the privilege of visiting.

School Visit – Mekor Haim
Like Marova, the children lived on campus and had an intensive Talmud curriculum. This national religious school also succeeds in motivating its students for the twenty-three to thirty hours of Talmud per week minimum. 

The head of Talmud, Rabbi Itshak Mandelbaum, explained that unlike Marova, not all his students come from families committed to the ideal of learning. Therefore it was essential for the school to create an all-learning environment that was totally committed and enthused by religious observance, the “Tefisa datit haklalit” - the key to achieving this was through the Talmud teachers, who also act as class tutors.

In his opinion, the Talmud teacher was the most important teacher in the school and he was very careful and selective when employing them. As well as being well learned, the teacher had to be a special personality that would be able to develop a special relationship with his students. Added to that, the school insists that potential teachers go on their own special training course, to ensure that they were ready to fit into the philosophy of the school. The school was in the process of formalising a written document that would state the detailed role of the Talmud tutor.

Furthermore, the school also timetabled four weekly meetings for the Talmud teachers. This was in order to keep them focused, to discuss with each other how to present the sugyot and simple brainstorming on problem solving and initiating new ideas.

The school also had a system called the “hatsram” -alf a teacher. This was a person training to be a teacher. He would be an assistant teacher who would be responsible for half of the class. These extra staff members enable the teachers to develop a closer relationship with the students.

Rabbi Mandelbaum also said that a school should develop its “Avira Hamesadit”– “institutional atmosphere” - making the children a part of the school. This is achieved by giving the children responsibility, showing them that they are trusted and that their opinions are respected. Creating a comfortable but structured working environment that allows the child to work autonomously does this.

Therefore, the school invests time in “Nihul Seder” -independent study period management.” The seder is structured in such a way that the children have to find challenges for the teacher and not versa, so that in the shiur the teacher will stand before the pupils “knowing nothing”. Thereby, the teacher ends up learning with the pupils and not teaching them. It also helps the children develop the skill of thinking for themselves and learning autonomously.

Simultaneously, there is no fixed time for shiur. Within the time set aside for seder, the teacher can call a shiur for whenever he wishes. The purpose of this is so that the teacher does not feel that he has to fulfill his quota of lessons given, and therefore give lessons simply for the sake of it. The teacher can structure the time according to his sugya according to his time and not vice versa. 

However, the teacher could not skip a sugya. Rabbi Mandelbasum believed that the Talmud is a carefully constructed, living organism. To pass over any sugya would cause the Gemara to lose its shape. Nevertheless, the teachers were encouraged to make the sugyot relevant to the children’s lives – after all, according to Rabbi Mandelbaum, that is the whole purpose of the Talmud.

The school also has a special programme called the “Eshkolot”. The top students in two-year groups, no more than fifteen students are merged and they have no formal Talmud lessons. Whilst there is a guide available for them, he does not actually teach them. They simply study on their own all day with the children giving each other shiurim. 

Another innovative programme of Mekor Haim was its “Seder Hofshi”. In this study period, children were able to study what ever they liked. Once again the school was giving its student independence and responsibility to learn and develop on their own.

An additional feature of the school was its testing policy. Tests are done without any supervision. The children are trusted to be responsible to do the test honestly. One test, the weekly bekiut test, is even placed in the Bet Medrash for the children to do at their own convenience. 

Rabbi Mandelbaum assured me that no one took advantage of the school’s trust. On the contrary, all these policies helped create a very positive, religious atmosphere that enabled the children to love Gemara. Proof of this love for Talmud was the way children bid on Simhat Torah for the various honours, with pages of Gemara as the currency. Another example of the strong motivation for Talmud was an innovation the children themselves made. The students of one year group decided that they wanted to complete the entire shas in one year. Therefore, each child volunteered to study a different tractate in their spare time and together they did complete it. This idea then caught on amongst other year groups and is now a regular feature of the school year. This initiative is now called the “Siyum Shas Kitati”. 

From my short inspection of the school afterwards, it appeared that the school had created a very positive learning atmosphere.

It appeared that the following features made Mekor Haim successful:

g) Clear and well structured goals that the school was formalising.

h) A well constructed system that encouraged the children to be self-disciplined.

i) Excellent teachers who receive in-house training and meet frequently to reassess progress.

j) A positive and trusting relationship between teachers and students.

Rabbi Mandelbaum suggested that if other schools were to put as much thought into their educational goals as well as the selection and training of teachers, then there would be all round progress in the motivational levels that pupils have.

A common feature between Marova and Mekor Haim was that the children all lived on campus. This keeps the children within the framework and ideology of school for long periods of time. 

Would a similar school be successful if it was a day school in the middle of Jerusalem?

This answer to this question remains unclear, however, if the school was able to be highly selective with regards to its intake, remain a small school and has enough funds to employ the best teachers, than I do not see why this school could not flourish.

Unfortunately, most state high schools do not have the conditions that both Marova and Mekor Haim. To begin with, most schools have to accept children from their local communities, regardless of their ability and commitment to the school ethos. Partly because of their size and partly because of the religiosity of their catchment area, state religious schools have a mixed population that can contain wide variety of religiosity amongst its student body. Therefore, most classes are heterogeneous.

Secondly, these schools are generally huge with between three or four classes in each grade. Schools also do not have limited ability as to whom they can chose as teachers. Dr. Beverly Gribetz explained that the laws of tenure discriminate against young and motivated teachers. Since the Ministry of Education has to pay teachers with tenure, regardless of whether they find employment, it insists that principals employ them over anyone else. Therefore, when a school has a vacancy, the principal must go through a list supplied by the Ministry, rather than turn to the top teacher training colleges.

Nevertheless, these factors in themselves do not destine schools to fail. With a lot of hard work and some curricular changes, schools can encourage their students to succeed and to enjoy their Jewish studies. However, they must recognise and then teach towards their students’ strengths.

Goals

The first issue that educators must resolve is that of their goals. The school must decide what type of school it is, what type of children it attracts and the type of children it wants to attract.

This issue is crucial because, depending on its intake a school can make different curriculum decisions. For example, if all the children come from families committed to learning, the school could teach Talmud in a fairly traditional method, as Marova does. However, if the families of the children are not so committed, the school then must adapt the curriculum to suit their needs.

Therefore, before the school makes curricula changes, it must ask itself the following questions:

a) Do they really want to teach Talmud? If yes, why?

b) What do they want to achieve by teaching of Gemara?

c) Should Talmud be the focal study of Jewish Studies?

d) Should all its students be studying the same quantity of Gemara?
Once the school has answered these questions it must ensure that its students also know the answers so that they have clear messages about the school’s vision. Then it can start examining the various ways of achieving its goals. However, it must give time to the Talmud teachers to meet regularly in order to examine their goals and to discuss new developments and any problems that arise.

Below are some of the changes, schools can make to the traditional curriculum.

Curriculum changes

Since very few state religious high schools have a homogeneous population, they must try and cater to the needs of all their students. Therefore, they have to have a flexible and varied Jewish Studies’ curriculum. 

I am going to suggest three alternative curriculum changes.

We have already stated that Talmud is an elitist subject, that requires many hours of teaching in order to master it. However, do the children who are less likely to master it really have to study it in the same quantity as those who will? Is it good for all children to be studying exactly the same curriculum?

Therefore, rather than studying in heterogeneous, homeroom classes, the children can be streamed according to ability (perhaps even across two year groups), with the higher ability classes given intensive traditional style learning and the lower ability classes given different options such as:

a) Talmud substitutes:

Rabbi Chaim Brovender, dean of Ohr Torah Institutions, has suggested that instead of learning Talmud intensively, their time could be spent productively studying subjects that are linked to the tractate that the rest of the grade is studying. For example, if the selected tractate is Pesahim, groups could be studying in varying intensity, the Mishnahhyot of Pesahim and the laws of Passover. This does not mean that their Talmud time would be completely eliminated. The children would be required to study selected sugyot in Talmud.

There are numerous benefits to this type of syllabus. Firstly, the teacher is able to plan ahead and select exactly what he will teach. He will also be able to present his schemes of work to the children. This will also give his students a clear idea as to the direction they will be going throughout the year, and a final target for them to focus on, come then end of year. Since their subject matter will also be clear delineated, it will also give the students the ability to examine whether they have understood the subject.

More importantly, rather than the children learning a few pages of Talmud a year without the children feeling that they have accomplished anything, the children feel that they have much knowledge of the tractate, as well as feeling that they have completed a subject.

Another option for schools to adopt is that of the sugya – selected discussion - approach. This seems to be the most popular method that schools, who no longer teach a tractate from beginning to end, have adopted. Daniel Levy of the Israel Studies Institute, has written a “Proposal for the Development of a comprehensive Torah Shebe’al Peh Curriculm”. In his proposal, which will be briefly presented below, he tries to institutionalise sugya learning.

b) Sugya learning

Levy believes that the new Talmud curriculum must focus on what he calls “The Comprehensive Topical Approach”. He explains it as:

“Comprehensive, in that the goal of the curriculum should be to introduce students to as wide a range as possible of Torah She’Bal Peh ideas. Topical, in that all studies should be organized thematically, and not by tractate or chapter.”

Levy goes as far as bringing a detailed list of texts that he believes should be studied. 

Whilst his paper was generally criticised by a panel of experts at an ATID Conference
, most of the participants acknowledged that such a curriculum would be beneficial for “weaker” children.

Rabbi Aharon Adler, principal of the Yeshivat Bnei Akiva in Hashmonaim, told me that the problem with Levy’s proposal is that there is no such thing as an ideal curriculum that is appropriate for every school. He explained that whilst his school has not adopted Levy’s proposals, many of the innovations that his school is experimenting with are similar. We will now discuss the approach taken in Hashmonaim.

c) Relevance to students
Any given year’s syllabus in Hashmonaim is created in the following manner. During the summer vacation, the teachers divide the selected tractate into various units of between two and three pages. Each teacher is then given a number of units that they must prepare the materials and the resources needed for all the teachers. When preparing a unit, the teachers must be sensitive to the halakhik issues, philosophical points, moral messages, theological argument and to subjects that have ramifications on technological innovation. The teacher must also ensure that he creates cross-referencing exercises to other tractates and units that they have already studied – this is considered especially important when it comes to terminology and language. The units must also be conscious of the personalities mentioned in the units.

Whilst much time is spent teaching how to navigate their way around the actual page of Talmud, Rabbi Adler did not feel that there was a need to tamper with the Vilna shas. He explained that the problems students have with Talmud is not a technical problem - it is spiritual problem. The solution is not in solving the technical problems, but in finding ways to make the Talmud more accessible and relevant to children. In order to do this, Rabbi Adler stressed the importance of having the right teachers for the job. In order to get them, his school is prepared to pay them above the standard salary for teachers.

The teachers must also plan two or three field trips a year to institutions such as Mahon Zomet or a kibbutz, that link up with the units that they have been studying.

The school has also introduced a night programme a couple of evenings a week. During this time they have “Jewish issues” classes that are Talmud based. The topics studied are a part of the school’s moral education classes. The appreciation of life, drugs and cheating are examples of the eight topics they thoroughly examine each year.

As this programme is new, Rabbi Adler finds it difficult to assess whether his school is achieving its aims or not. However, he said that his gut feelings tells him that he is doing the right thing and that his students will be able to go to any yeshiva they apply to.

Summary

Whilst schools today seem to be failing in their task of providing motivation, there is still room for optimism. This problem of motivation seems to be on the minds of principals, teachers and policy makers and schools are beginning to think carefully about it and how to solve it.

Talmud can and is taught successfully in many institutions, however everything is based on establishing a positive religious and learning environment. 

I have stressed the importance of schools establishing for themselves realistic but ambitious targets, improving their organisation and discipline in order to improve their ability to communicate effectively with their students. I have also emphasised the importance of having suitable teachers that are treated professionally and that feel part of the whole school community. I have highlighted the need for regular meetings between Talmud teachers so that curriculum development continues. Finally, I have underlined the need for the Modern Orthodox community to be brave in the need to invest heavily in its children’s future, so that schools will have the funds and the staffing capability that is needed.

These changes demand serious changes of attitudes by policy makers and the senior management teams of many schools. However, these changes will work. 

Afterword

As I noted in my introduction, my attitude towards the problem of teaching Gemara in Israeli state religious high schools, changed as my research developed. However, even whilst I was presenting my findings to the ATID fellows, new questions arose. Are elitist schools really helpful? I was shown data concerning students that were forced to leave elitist schools because they were not making the grade. Many of these children became spiritually lost once they left these schools. 

Are we also really espousing Modern Orthodox ideals if the aims of the secular education departments are merely to ensure that their students pass the 5 point bagrut? 

Whilst British public schools do have a strong reputation for being organised and consistent, they also have a sinister reputation for being cold places where the individual spirit is crushed in favour of the community and where bullying by teachers and prefects are rife. One colleague asked me whether Pink Floyd’s
 song, “The Wall”, which included children singing: “We don’t need no education”, with the imagery of teachers in jack boots and hammers effecting the ordering of society, was appropriate for British schools. Clearly, this song was a reaction to a repressive educational system.

I now realise that the journey I began is not yet complete. Much more research is needed in these three areas.
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� The Mishnah is considered to be the Oral law encapsulated by text. The Gemara is the discussions the Rabbis had on the Mishnah, whilst the Talmud is the Mishnah and the Gemara together.
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