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Project Description

This project attempts to examine how the Orot Etzion School in Efrat has implemented the Barkai method.   The primary undertakings include familiarization with the Barkai method (, it’s origins and intentions), parent and teacher interviews, and the exploration of areas in which the program can be refined within the institution,. The gaps between the ideals of the method and its implementation in Orot Etzion are noted as possible areas for growth.

Abstract

In this paper, the author describes and reviews the current state of the Orot Etzion school in Efrat with regards to the implementation of the Barkai method of teaching.  Orot Etzion was founded 13 years ago on the basis of the Barkai method. Currently the school functions as a semiprivate K-8 school system with over 1000 students in 5 different schools. 

Description of the Barkai Method 

The Barkai curriculum focuses on religious studies following the order stipulated by our sages: “Bible at the age five, Mishna at age ten and Talmud at age fifteen”(Ethics of the Fathers 5:21). At the same time, the program aims at achieving maximum integration of secular and religious studies, broadening students horizons in all aspects of life.  The curriculum is centered on Torah study, both quantitatively and qualitatively.  The Barkai programs view is that secular subjects are to be integrated into the wisdom of the Torah, in line with the ideas of the Rambam.  The Barkai  educational system is based on precise linguistic analysis, providing students with sophisticated reading comprehension tools. A key component of the program is review, using tradional cantillation melodies (Taamei Mikra)- to enhance comprehension and provide students with a thorough and extensive knowledge of the sources, deeply implanting eternal Torah values in their minds and identity. Constant review enables the children to internalize what they learn, with the idea that the music and review will stay with them forever.

Parents play a crucial role in the Barkai approach. In addition to providing an over-all atmosphere love of truth and logic. Parents must imbue the values of respect of the teacher as the transmitter of knowledge.  Parents of the younger grades are also expected to listen to their children recite on a daily basis.   

Method

The author interviewed Rav Dan Beeri (the founder of the Barkai method), the director of the Barkai institute, several teachers, and principals, along with some principals of the high schools where many of the students from Orot Eztion go after graduation. He also sent out a questionnaire to both teachers (10 responses out of 40 questionnaires) and parents (20 responses out of 60 questionnaires). 

The author did not attempt to give full pedagogical analysis of the Barkai method, although he does cite some of the critiques of the method. The main criticisms focus upon the Barkai method’s use of rote learning, memorization and in general a teacher-centered approach to learning. There is an over-all feeling that the method hinders the development of the student’s creativity.  

 Results

The majority of the parents did not choose the school because of the Barkai method, but for the religious atmosphere, the small class size and the emphasis on Torah.  The majority of the parents did not display a full understanding of the Barkai method although they did understand their role in listening to their children’s recitation. 

The teachers, in general, have a basic understanding the Barkai method, although they differ in their description of the method. They consistently point out the method of teaching Tenakh with recitation as a goal, and most mentioned the idea of integration of general studies into Torah teaching.  Most indicated that they could use better training and more written educational materials (the materials do indeed exist).

The High school principals did not see an overriding distinction between the graduates of the Barkai method and other students. Except for the attitude of “kavod  hatorah” (which might not be directly attributed to the Barkai method) and overall confidence with which they approached the material.  

Conclusions

Based on the author’s preliminary study, the following conclusions were reached:

1. The parents, although somewhat aware of what the method requires of them, do not have a full understanding of the method, and a complete sense of their role in implementing it. 

2. The teachers could benefit from more training and materials in order to properly implement the curriculum. 

3. The Barkai method has high ideals, yet the translation from theory to practice has not been fully realized. This causes problems in implementation.

4. Based on the High School principal’s report there were no apparent academic or cognitive benefits or disadvantages to the students who have gone through the Barkai program. 

 




Introduction


 I am a layperson and a businessman who is only now getting involved with education. It is not my intention to evaluate, make statements or provide a pedagogical analysis of the Barkai method of education (I would be unqualified to do so). I would, however, like to share my exploration of the method as it is practiced today and the thoughts of those involved in the system with whom I have conversed.  I am currently on the Board Of Orot Etzion and care very much about improving the level of the education in the school both for the community and my own children.  It was my hope that through me doing this project I would build a base to which I could help improve the school.  I have learned much along the way and have established many relationships with the principals and teaching staff.  I feel that most of the staff sees that I care very much about the school and that I will do my utmost to help them and the school succeed.   I have therefore established a basis for a working relationship with them that will help me in the future in improving the school. My project has also given me the opportunity to learn the inner workings of the school and to some degree were many of the parents are coming from, at least as in relates to the Barkai method. In addition I now wear a new set of glasses, and a new way of listening and understanding both to the principals and teachers when we work together.  There is no doubt in my mind that we must do our utmost to hire the best teachers we can because they are the key to having the best education for our children.  It is my hope that Hashem will help me to make a difference in our school.

An Analysis of the Implementation of The Barkai Method

in the Orot Etzion School system


When I applied for ATID last year I submitted to Rabbi Saks that I had recently joined the of Amutah (Board) Orot Etzion.  Orot Etzion was founded 13 years ago on the basis of the Barkai method. Currently the school functions as a semiprivate school with over 1000 students in 5 different division.

   In the short time of my being on the Amutah I had encountered many questions and few answers.  Many of the questions revolved around the Barkai method as well as around organizational issues. After almost a year on the Amutah I am still unclear with regard to the organizational issues and see an urgent need to address them. In this report I will try to address my concerns and impressions regarding the Barkai method of teaching.  

Many of the questions that arose stem from the unclear picture of what the goals of the school are.  I was not familiar with any stated goals of the school nor with its intended direction.  Were we Barkai purists (I felt at times the Amutah liked to believe so), i.e. do most of the parents send their children to the school for that reason or for other reasons of which Barkai is only one? Should we be looking at ways to integrate and work Barkai into our goals as a community school? What do we wish to achieve with the program as compared to the other school that exists in Efrat? (This could be a topic itself and this is not meant to be a comparative study.)  


My questions arose when I was involved in the interviewing and hiring of a new principal for the  girls Ulpana which opened in September of 1999. When we asked the candidate if he was familiar with the Barkai system he replied that he wasn't, but that he was willing to learn about it (This set off bells in my head as we wished to build a new school that would continue the Orot Etzion tradition but we were hiring a principal that didn't even know what it was).  It was at that point that I asked myself why as a  member of the board and  a parent in the school for over 7 years, I myself  not understand  what exactly the Barkai method was. My questions regarded  goals and their achievement , teacher and parent awareness of goals and  teacher and parent comprehension of the implications of the Barkai method.  I began to wonder about what type of on-going education and training  there was for educators, for both those who where familiar with the program and those who where not. Was there a forum for comments and improvements in the program? And so I began.


In investigating the  background  for this report I interviewed Rav Dan Beeri (the founder of the Barkai method), the director of the Barkai institute, teachers and principals, including principals of the high schools where many of the students from Orot Eztion go after graduation from eight grade.  In addition,  I sent out a questionnaire to both teachers and parents ( a copy is attached at the end of this report),  read various materials produced by and for the Barkai Institute and read a critical report of the method. 

Defining Barkai

“The Barkai curriculum focuses on religious studies following the order stipulated by our sages: Bible at the age five, Mishna at age ten and Talmud at age fifteen (Ethics of the Fathers 5:21). At the same time, the program aims at achieving maximum integration of secular and religious studies, broadening students’ horizons in all aspects of life”
. The Barkai program has been designed to provide for the educational needs of the modern committed religious Jew, taking an all encompassing approach to education.  The curriculum is centered on Torah study, both quantitatively and qualitatively.  The goals are to make Torah relevant to every facet of life, especially to life in the modern world. The basic conception is not to set up a dichotomy between secular subjects being studied as a concession to the world on the one hand, and the ideal of spending one’s life behind the walls of a Yeshiva on the other. The Barkai program’s view is that secular subjects are to be integrated together with the wisdom of the Torah, in line with the ideas of the Rambam.  The boys’ curriculum follows the quote from Piket Avot 5:21. At age five all students begin learning the Torah- Tanach, with emphasis on obtaining a clear and simple understanding of the text. They progress from chapter to chapter, book to book, with the goal of mastering the Tanach by the age of 10 In the girls’ school  the curriculum is modified so that the Bible course is extended to 7 years (instead of 5), allowing for  more midrashic material as well as a more thorough program of traditional commentators.  


The Barkai Institue states in its publications that the unique Barkai educational system is based on precise linguistic analysis, providing students with sophisticated reading comprehension tools. A key component of the program is review, using tradional cantillation melodies (Taamei HaMikra)
- a study method over three millennia old- to enhance comprehension and provide students with a thorough and extensive knowledge of the sources, deeply implanting eternal Torah values in their minds and identity. I can attest to the fact that my daughters spend many hours both in class and at home practicing reading the text (it is quite beautiful). Constant review enables the children to internalize what they learn, with the idea that the music and review will stay with them forever.

In Rav Dan's words teaching methods are as follows
:



1.
Teachers are to foster an open discussion about whatever subject in natural science, geography, or ancient civilization is relevant to the Torah paragraph being studied. During this discussion, ample use is made of teaching aids, such as maps, models, images and real objects provided by students or teachers.


 
2.
The teacher should facilitate a systematic immersion in the text: it is read aloud collectively, with and without cantillation chanting, divided into significant groups of words, half verses and full verses.  The students are invited to propose their own theories or explanations of words and phrases, by putting into use their previous knowledge. Elements of grammar and new vocabulary are progressively introduced and naturally integrated into the living language skills of the students.



3.
Teachers are encouraged to explore the topics of the paragraph; their ethical and philosophical values in their own context  (inside the Bible) and in our lives are now open to debate by the class.  At this stage, it is not uncommon to have pupils act out an impromptu sketch of a dramatic situation in the text.  A final reading closes the study of the paragraph.

Rav Dan says,  Our vision of the Barkai student is not a narrow minded, better conservative, nourished with the unpalatable dry food of exclusive rote learning, but a thinker, sensible and sensitive, trained in analyzing the intricate richness of biblical and Talmudic texts through the sophisticated dialectic our people has been famous for from the dawn of intellectual history”. It is very interesting that the above statement forms the major criticisms of the Barkai method. (This will be elaborated on later in the paper.) 

Barkai System in Israel today

The Barkai Educational program exists currently in over 30 schools (see appendix).  These include schools in Hebron, Efrat, Kochav Yaakov, Zafat, Ma’aleh Michmas, Haifa, Beit El, Ma’aleh Adumin and Beit Shemesh. The Barkai Institute is supposed to be providing a wide variety of training programs and instructional materials including: In-service training , guidance sessions at the schools, special textbooks and a variety of study aids, posters and cassettes.  The Director of the Barkai institute admitted that many of the schools only implement part of the system with the majority of schools implementing the Barkai method regarding only the cantillation melodies (Taamei Mikra) and review.  When I asked Rav Dan which schools are closest to the implementation of his vision, he replied that Hebron and Ma’aleh Michmas (70-80%) and in its inception the Efrat school was as well.  He added that Efrat has been adjusted because of requests from the parents for more concentrated classes in the arts and for less pressure in the scope of the curriculum  (where in his vision most of secular studies would be taught throughout the study of Tanach).  There are many books published for the system ( a cassette with the cantillation melodies is also available and given out to parents and students when they enter the school).  In their catalogue (see attached) the books are divided into 4 categories,  Bible at the age five- books on Tanach, Mishna at age ten- books on Mishna and Talmud at age fifteen- books on the Oral Law and books on the Barkai system.  Some of the interesting books include: Hakol Bah which is a book that present different secular topics and how and when to integrate them into  the teachers’ lessons. For example, when teaching  Maseh Bereshit, the fourth day of creation, the luminaries, the teacher would integrate into his/her lesson  the solar system, the earth’s rotation, day and night, the cycles of the moon (without an explanation of the movements) the yearly calendar, years and months. In addition there is a symbol next to each note as to what subject is being taught; in the case stated above there was a note to tell us that here we are to teach about nature and culture. The book also informs the teacher where he/she can find references on the subject matter. Here is a sampling of some other books put out for the Barkai method.  Most of them have been written by Rav Dan.


1.
Teachers Manual- Collection of pedagogical directions to implement the Barkai program.


2.
Schedule of Barkai Studies- The first Year: the Mechina (gan hova)- Pedagogical direction in all of  the areas of learning for the Mechina year according to Barkai program .

.
3.
Tanach Titles- Tables specifying the content of Tanach by time period


4.
Shaar Lamikra- introductions, word definitions, summaries and questions for Bereishit and                                        Noah


5.
First Step in Torah- workbook for teaching basic principals of faith and foundational paths of Torah stories from Bereishit through Yehoshua

.
6.
Values and Character traits in the sources- a guide to the revelation of values and character traits in the Peshat of the text.  

I was quite surprised to find out that there was a Barkai Institute; (my surprise was due to the fact that if there was such a institute that meant there should be proper backing of the method, which I had not seen).  When speaking to the principals and teachers of Orot Eztion, the few that had heard of it had no connection with it.  I went to visit the Institute and speak with its director. He spent most of the time telling me about the lack of funds and that he could not run the programs or publish what they need. The Institute does publish books, as I have mentioned before. In addition they also have posters and calendars based on Rav Dan’s methods.   The Institute has lost most of its function and now serves as a book distributor for the Barkai Method and other books.

Critique of the Barkai Method

There are many informal criticisms of the Barkai Method that I have heard over the years which are enumerated in a report by Aryeh Wohl, titled "Analysis and study of the Barkai Project Curriculum". The report sums up many of the objections I have heard throughout the years regarding Barkai.  Dr.Wohl was commissioned to do the report by  some members of  the Syrian community in Brooklyn who had heard wonderful things about our school Orot Etzion and were considering bringing the curriculum to their community or  starting a new school based on the Barkai method.  For his report he met with or had phone conversations with teachers, supervisors from the Ministry of Education, principals from different Barkai schools, Rav Beeri, parents and others. The report was submitted on Jan 5, 1995.

Wohl begins by stating the general aims of the method and highlights its good points.  He makes it clear that the benefits of the program are in no way exclusive to it. 

 Good points of the method include: small classes, two-thirds of the time spent on L’mudai Kodesh, the need for a very dedicated staff, serious dedication and assistance of parents. I quote Wohl: “ The basic philosophy of dealing with motivation, pre-and post-lesson work, the teaching of just p’shat to get more content completed, the warm and loving atmosphere found in the school, some of the dedicated staff I met, the extraordinary personality of the program’s mentor, the integration of elements of nature in Torah study, are all positive and strong points of the program.”   Although he agrees that there are positive points of the program, most of the points he believes could and do exist in other programs.

He then lists and elaborates at length on the negatives of the program. He questions, "Can a child be motivated to learn through memory?"  Can a child develop strong thinking skills when all he does, after the introductory  pre-lesson period, is memorize and repeat sentences?  Most of the negative comments I have heard through the years regarding Barkai have been on this point of rote learning and memorization that they are not accepted ways of learning today and will not allow for the development of the creative abilities of the child. Wohl goes on to state that “many of the elements in Barkai stand in opposition to current educational, psychological, as well as logical knowledge”. 

Other points of critique from Wohl’s report


1. The program is built on the premise that what Chazal suggested as a method of learning then (Pirkei Avot 5:21), is relevant and applicable in its entirety today.


2. We no longer teach reading by meaningless rote learning. Rote memory is not exciting nor cooperative as is suggested in the program’s policy paper. It does not give a child an interest in learning.


3. Children are hurried in their learning. Wohl questions  Are there not many other important things that we have to and can teach our gan youngsters without “pushing” them to become “readers”  before they are ready?


4. Teacher-centered and teacher-directed classroom learning is no longer acceptable.  Children need to think, to have their questions answered and to learn from all in the class (distributed intelligence).


5. Regarding the teaching of normal life’s functions and nature through the Torah, most teachers are not qualified to do so. 


6. It is suggested to have the child wait until the end of class for some clarification.  This can be very difficult for many students, usually with negative results. What happens is that the child loses interest and his curiosity is stamped out. 

Some other comments Wohl had heard are (I have also heard many of these comments from parents throughout my years in the school): very high expectations, boring and difficult to grasp at early age, no consideration for varied and weaker children,  very structured and pressured classes

Interview with Rav Dan Beari

Rav Dan Beeri is the founder of the Barkai method. He has lived in Israel since 1965.  He is remarkable man with an amazing breadth of knowledge and insight.  The following is a collection of notes from my interviews with him:

Rav Dan explained to me that that the reason for starting the school was that in 1967 the Gush Emunim movement began and “the winds of the start of the Geulah were blowing”.  The people involved in that movement grew up, married and had children.  When they started to look for schools to send their children to they where disappointed in the national religious school system, which were not strict enough on Halacha and Mitzvot.  Perhaps not by coincidence, in the same year three schools were started to meet the needs of this population: Barkai, Noam and Morasha.   The original school opened in Hebron and later the Barkai Institute was founded. The Institute was originally funded by the Ministry of Religion and Rav Dan used to be employed by them.  The Institute was intended to train teachers and publish books.  Today they just sell the books related to Barkai and a commentary to the Talmud written by the current director. It was interesting to me that Rav Dan said he originally had no intention to write books.  His vision was simply based on  Chazal’s vision and logic. He intended to train the teachers in the principles of the method but that they would then developed how to teach it on their own.   He did not intend to write text books, but rather to use only available materials. Slowly he began to receive requests for how to teach the children to read, how to work nature into the curriculum, and requests to put the pedagogical principles into writing. Because of the requests he began to publish literature. When I inquired whether he wants teachers to take different approaches (I had understood the program was quite rigid) he replied that he wishes they would,  but that it appears teachers prefer to be told exactly what and how to teach as opposed to having the freedom to choose. I also asked him about the lack of a open approach on that part of the method.  He replied that the method is very open and flexible. He did stress that teachers don’t transmit knowledge and they need to.  The children first need a core learning and knowledge base and teachers should not be afraid to transmit the knowledge that they have.  By example he said he loves flowers and loves to photograph but that it is an expensive hobby.  So on his last trip to the States he bought a digital camera and has taken over 1500 picture of a white flower family.  Rav Dan says he bought all the good books and read them, he knows how to learn but it is still not the same as having the knowledge transferred to him
.  He could spend many lifetimes trying to learn the knowledge a teacher could give over to him.  He also said that teachers should introduce creative discussion into the class but only after the students have grasped the words and the understanding of the peshat.   

Regarding the criticism that the program is good for the strong student but does not support the weak or L.D. student he replied that in the case where the student has a problem with attention  the teacher needs to change the focus or subject every 15 minutes.   In the same way we have today classes that are heterogeneous but break into homogeneous tracks for certain subjects (i.e. English) the same could be done for the program. Rav Dan made an interesting point that L.D. kids did much better when they learn without books and by interaction (i.e. like the old days) because then they didn’t have the attention problem as much. 

Regarding parental involvement in the school, Rav Dan believes it is quite important for the parents to sit, listen and  review the readings and the Taamim with the children.  Rav Dan also feels that the parents must imbue the values of respect of the teacher as the transmitter of knowledge, striving for learning, the search for truth, love of truth and logic.  I questioned him about the statement that the teacher is the transmitter of knowledge; in fact one of the teachers who answered my questionnaire replied to the question of what are the educational goals of the program, answered by saying  "that the Rav is the source of  all information". When I read this I was taken aback.   Rav Dan explained ( and I agree) that the student must absorb the knowledge of the teacher and then when he has confidence in his knowledge and the teacher and  is given his independence he can  and will disagree and come to his own conclusions.  By example, look at Aristotle who was the pupil of Plato and developed his own independent ideas from him.

In my second interview with Rav Dan after reading comments from the teachers and comments from the interview I had conducted, I asked additional questions.   Many (if not all) teachers had said that they did not get enough training before they started to teach.  I discussed this issue and asked if money were not an issue would he build a teachers’ training program or continue with in-service training.  Rav Dan believes that training the teachers beforehand is not effective and that the preferred method is learning through experience with guidance (through a mentor or other educational professional ).  He feels he can explain the method in about an hour to any good teacher but the education needed to implement the method is difficult to acquire and not all teachers have it.  If money were not a issue he would continue in-service training but would pair up with a teachers’ seminary to teach the teachers more language skills and general knowledge.  He added that most teachers don’t want to do this because they can get their teachers certificate without it (All teacher must go to a in-service program on Barkai before they teach in Orot Etzion).  

Quite a few teachers sent back the questionnaires blank and noted that they taught art, music, literature etc. and that they could not answer the questionnaire.  They felt either it didn’t apply to them or they didn’t know about the method. I asked Rav Dan about this and how did this fit his ideal?  He said that all the teachers  should understand what the method is about and they should know the meaning of their subject within the context of the method. 

My last question to him was "How do you  see the future and if you could push a button what would you see?"  Rav Dan replied by stating that computers will change everything.   Programs will be able to teach facts and skills more efficiently and quickly
 but still at the students’ pace.  They will also be able to individually monitor their progress,  check their knowledge and only move along when they are ready.  All this extra time could be used to spend more time (most teachers complain of not having enough time to cover everything in their lessons) in the classroom as Rav Dan envisions it. 

Interviews with Teachers and Principals 

I met and discussed pertinent issues with a prominent teacher  in the Barkai system as well as with 3 principals of the schools, one of  whom has been teaching in the school for almost 9 years,  and recently took on the position of principal.  The teacher who was interviewed has been in the girls school for almost 10 years.  She described how most teachers actually do understand the method and explained how  they  undergo training before they begin teaching  in the school. I asked specifically about the integration of secular studies and lemudei kodesh. She replied that she does try to integrate them and uses the material provided to her in order to assist her in implementation.  She told me how the students’ joint reading creates wonderful unity in the class; the class comes together with everyone participating in singing and reading. It creates a great atmosphere in the class and helps all the students to join in. She feels too much time is wasted on the reading instruction and  that not enough time is spent on the explanation of text, as some of the Students miss the meaning of what they are reading, because they are so focused on reading the words correctly with the cantillation melodies (Taamei Mikra).  

In summary, she feels the program gives the children a love of Torah and helps the Torah to become central to their daily lives. The students have a good understanding of the difference between Peshat and Midrash5 and they remember the material well.  The method promotes involvement of the parents with their kids (as discussed above the children review while parents listen ) and also a positive attitude towards Torah and how it relates to the outside world.  Interestingly, it can be noted that this teacher felt she was a real Barkai teacher, liked the program, and did a good job teaching according to the program.  She was also the best teacher my daughter ever had. According to Rav Dan, she is not a purist, but he added that she is one of the best teachers in the school.


I met with three principals, of the girls school, the boys school and the Headmaster, I must admit that with boys school principal I took the wrong approach.  The boys elementary school principal is about to be replaced, so I figured it would be better for me to meet with the assistant principal. I assumed his cooperation (that he would feel free to answer my questions and allow me to give out a questionnaire to the teachers).  I was mistaken; he would not allow the questionnaire to go to the teachers without the principal’s permission (I did not find the time to meet with the boy’s principal afterwards) and was very protective in his answers to me when I interviewed him, perhaps protecting himself (or his boss).  The other two principal interviews were quite different; the girls’ school principal saw me as a partner and felt that my work could only benefit the school.  The headmaster had been the boys’ high school principal for a few years and was the headmaster of all Orot Etzion divisions when I interviewed him but he has since left the school.   Rav Dan himself trained the headmaster and he did not use any material aids when he was a teacher; he felt the program was flexible and that the program helps students to learn.  When the students learn Mishna they have a good understanding of the prat and clal (it was interesting that when I interviewed the principal of the Orot Etzion boys’ high school, who had also been a teacher in the boys elementary school prior to that, he said he felt that the boys understand the prat every well but not necessarily the clal.  He gave the example of teaching about worms and said that the students would understand the concept of worms but not necessarily be able to relate it to the general concept of Kashrut). The headmaster also said that you see a difference in the academics of the student of Orot Etzion vs. the student of other schools.  I asked how he qualifies the difference and said he responded that he speaks regularly with the principal of Shalavim, who tells him of the difference between the students from Orot Etzion and other schools (the primary differences are in the general knowledge of Tanach and Mishna). To my regret I did not have the time to meet with the principal of Shalavim.  The girls’ school principal was most cooperative; he spoke honestly and provided me with a list of teachers’ names and address so that I could mail the questionnaire to them.  I would sum up our conversations as such: we felt that there was a lot of work that needs to be done to get Barkai to where it could and should be.  The parents, he feels, do not know what the method is and do not know what is expected of them. Teachers are hired quickly and don’t get proper training.  In addition, he does not have the funding to give each teacher a set of proper books and materials for the Barkai method. He added that most teachers are not convinced of the worth of the program. The girls’ principal feels the school needs to explain to the student how and why it is a Barkai school.  He said one of his goals, as the new principal, was to strengthen the use of the Barkai method within the school and in the future be able to work with the parents and students to raise their understanding of the method.  He suggested that we have annual meetings with parents, with of Rav Dan and the principals the attendance, when we could explain the Barkai method, what is expected of the parents, and have question and answer sessions.  At the same time he wishes to have more training for the teachers and get more books and materials to the teachers.  He clearly sees a need for improvement. This was a stark contrast to the views of the assistant principal of the boys’ school who felt that regarding Barkai everything was working just fine (As I stated above I believe this needs further investigation)

Interview with High School Principals

My goal in meeting with other  high school principals was to find out if  they saw or heard from their teachers that there was any major difference between the students who come from  Orot Etzion (grade 8) and those coming from other elementary schools.  Two areas were of prime interest to me: one, was the creative capacities of the students and the other their knowledge of Tanach.


Without exception not principal one saw any lack of creativity on the part of the Orot Etzion students.  To me this was quite important, since of all the critiques of Barkai that was the one that concerned me the most. Although most felt there was no clear difference in their knowledge of Tanach, some did report that they felt you could see the difference. One principal described it to me like this:  “The students are more fluent in Torah, when you call on them to read, they read with confidence, they feel comfortable with the material.  That is not to say the others don’t understand the material as well but they just don’t have that same comfort level.” What also stood out was the fact that the principals felt the students had a greater Kavod for Torah and Yirat Shamayim  and in one principals’ opinion “a greater will to learn”.  Most agreed that not all of these positive qualities are necessarily a result of the Barkai method.  It could be that the very fact that children emerging from Orot Etzion have been raised by parents who want to live a Torah focused life causes these students to have such an outlook. 

Parents Questionnaire

The idea behind the parent questionnaire (see appendix) was to try to get an understanding regarding their knowledge of Barkai, and to know if they sent their children to Orot Etzion because of  Barkai. I sent out approximately 60 questionnaires and received 19 back.   

The parents responding have between 2-6 children and they state that they are familiar with the Barkai system.  Most are familiar mainly with the review component of the program and the using of traditional cantillation melodies (Taamei Mikra).  As to the question if they chose the school because of Barkai, most did not.  The majority answered that they chose the school because of its religious level and the emphasis on Torah, with some saying they would have chosen the school regardless of the method, simply because they prefer the religious atmosphere. Never the less many parents said that they chose the school both for it’s religious level as well as for Barkai. 

One parent commented on the fact that the teachers are Yirat Shamayim and another parent added that Orot Etzion was a good alternative to the other school in Efrat because of separate gender classes.  Many of the parents stated that they know what is expected of them, but this was mainly in the area of reviewing with their children.  Most parents reported reviewing with their children most or at least some of the time, though this was done primarily in the younger grades.  One parent did admit being unable to do the review because of his lack of knowledge of the cantillation melodies.  Regarding the length of the school  day due to Barkai methods (except for three parents), they were in favor of the longer day, with one wishing the kids did not have school on Fridays.  Many parents requested that they be more informed as to what their children were learning.

My last question was, if you have children in other schools how do you see the differences between Barkai and other  curricula?   The answers were quite mixed, with some saying that the knowledge of Torah and Yirat Shamayim was greater in Orot Etzion and that their children remember more of the material.  One parent stated that when they have a good teacher it is wonderful, but when the teacher does not have a grasp of the method the results are a disaster.  Two said they saw no differences at all. Two other parents said that Orot Etzion needs to use more creative methods of teaching in the school. 

Teachers Questionnaire

Of approximately 40 questionnaires that I mailed out (see appendix for complete questionnaire), 10 were returned (including one from the principal of the girls school).  In addition, two teachers returned the questionnaires to me stating that they were not teachers of Barkai but taught art or music etc.  I discussed this issue with Rav Dan who stated that ideally each teacher should know how his or her subject fits into the Barkai method. I asked the these two teachers to fill out what they knew about the method but they did not return them

All of the teachers did get some training on the Barkai method with a majority of them being trained by  Rav Dan as well as other teachers and/ or the principals in the school.   Most said they got very little written material
 on the method and very few use what they have received.  Of the books, Hakol Bah seems to be used the most.   

To the question of what the purpose of Barkai is I asked the teachers to answer by  dividing the question into three parts: knowledge, educational and additional purposes.  Almost all wrote that on the knowledge level the purpose was an extensive knowledge of Tanach, with many adding Lashon and some adding to connect Tanach to uses in everyday life and the integration of general knowledge.  Some of the answers to the educational and additional purposes were, an inner and emotional connection to the Tanach and the history of our nation, love of Tanach, nature, internalizing of the values of the Tanach within the Nefesh of the student and one teacher added to teach the students that the Rav is the source of knowledge of the Torah (I could see how this could come out of a misunderstanding of the Barkai method)

Most teachers felt that the school tries to meet the goals of Barkai  but felt that the program was very difficult to implement especially in the higher grades and that the teachers could use more training. Most teachers also answered that they do not get any or very little on-going training in the method.  The teachers then listed the strengths and weakness of the method.  Strengths included a live connection between the student and the Tanach, connection between the Tanach and to other subjects, the cantillation melodies contributing to the understanding of the text, does not cater to the prevalent laziness of the student and has high expectations of the students. Review is good for the students memory,  the students have the ability to compare and flip through the Tanach, they don’t mix up Pashat and Midrash, and they become proficient in the Tanach (this answer I got quite a few times). 

Regarding the weaknesses of the program, most teachers expressed the view that the ideals of the program are to high and that many students cannot keep up.  In addition, many of the teachers felt that because of the focus on covering ground and Pashat, depth was lost. Furthermore, a number of teachers complained that the program deprives students of the ability to independently analyze the text and one teacher added that it makes the student dependent on the teacher for interpretation. Some other comments from the teachers, teachers are not proficient enough to intergrate secular subjects into the program, students get tired of review in the later grades, covering ground comes at the expense of teaching Mussar, there is no organized training for teaching the spiritual content in Tanach, L.D. students have difficulty, the program is  repetitive in older grades,  teaching can bedry, focus is on irrelevant details especially in Navi when you should be teaching the broader picture.

A significant number of teachers felt they gained a sufficient amount of skills regarding the program through Rav Dan’s literature (specifically  the book Hakol Bah). One teacher mentioned that the in-service training was of assistance to her.  The next question asked was do you integrate secular topics into the religious lesson, and, if so, how?  Answers were quite mixed with a fair share of yes, very little, sometimes and no’s.   The teachers, who do integrate, try to bring in music, maps, geography, nature. Even the teacher who said no, did add that at times she look at maps and when she taught about honey she explained the process to them. One teacher said that it did not apply to her because she taught religious studies and Halacha. One very interesting answer was from the teacher who uses music,  who expressed that she uses it for the emotional enrichment of fulfilling the mitzvoth through music.

To the question if they had taught in other schools did they see a difference between the students of  Orot Etzion and the others, to a large part most did not (with 4 teachers having taught only in Orot Etzion).  One commented that students did have a stronger base in Tanach and another that the students had a high level of Yirat Shamayim. One teacher who did see a difference did not attribute it to Barkai but to the socio-economic difference and upper-middle class level of the community that the school draws upon.

With the exception of two teachers all felt that the present way that Barkai is taught is not appropriate for all students. Many expressed that the program could be adapted for the weaker, L.D. and ADHD students. A few quotes from the teachers’ answers to this question: “geared to students who can invest more and parents who are supportive”, “what is positive is positive for everyone what is negative is negative for everyone”, “students who have difficulty don’t get help with the method”, “L.D. students have difficulty” and “not geared for heterogeneous population, only the most talented students are capable of integrating the enormous about of material at the pace that is covered daily”. To the question if the students can be creative within the method most felt that they could.  The teachers felt that to a large extent it depended on the creativity of the teachers with a few expressing that they taught through dramatic presentations and by discussing moral issues and drawings. One teacher expressed that there was not a lot of creativity compared to other schools, another expressed the notion of imaginative capacities being utilized as students identify with biblical personalities.

Question 14 asked if the program encourages a positive attitude to Torah, Hashem and the performance of the Mitzvoth?  With the exception of two teachers most answered yes and almost all added some comment .  Many expressed that because of the integration of all aspects of life into the method this was attained. From the negative answers one teacher said “not really because the method broadcast not on purpose a denigration of Chazal and with that the passing from generation to generation of Torah traditions and the Halacha”.  Question 15 asked what additional areas of knowledge they need to have to implement the Barkai method. The answers included: science. lashon, history, geography, Jewish thought, music, archaeology, anthropology and “everything”.    

In my last question I asked, “Did you gain any new teaching skills since you have begun teaching Barkai and what are they?” Again there was a very wide range of answers to this question with most getting something out of it. Responses included “cantillation melodies and the teaching of them”,  “broader historical knowledge with the time line of Tanach”,” more comfortable with maps and science”.  One teacher expressed that once in a while she had to veer off the method in order to reach the weaker students who had  more difficulty .  In addition ,two teachers  stated that they have only taught this method so  it is hard to pin point.

Conclusion

I have reached the following conclusions regarding how Barkai is practiced at Orot Etzion:

1. The parents, although somewhat aware of what the method requires of them, do not have a full understanding of the method, nor do they have a complete sense of their role in implementing it. 

2. The teachers could benefit from more training and materials in order to properly implement the curriculum. 

3. The Barkai method has high ideals, yet the translation from theory to practice has not been fully realized. This causes problems in implementation.

4. Based on the high school principals’ report there were no apparent academic or cognitive benefits or disadvantages to the students who have gone through the Barkai program. 

5. The Orot Eztion schools have not fully integrated the Barkai method into their overall vision and mission. 

There is a lot of work to do in improving the implementation of the Barkai Method in Orot Eztion.  I believe that organizational issues have gotten in the way of this, and these issues are currently being dealt with.  I believe that the Barkai approach has a place in the community in Efrat but must be supported by the parents of the school  who must work with Rav Dan to make it a success.  In my last two conversations with Rav Dan, he stressed the need to work and improve, adjust the training of the teachers and the method in general. 

Afterword

Reflecting on this paper I see I am only at the beginning of a long road.  I would  like to interview some more high school principals and teachers who teach Orot Eztion graduates to see if they see any significant difference between them and students from other schools.  I would also liked to  interview students from the school to get an idea from them if they know what Barkai is and what they thought of it.  In addition this paper would have benefited greatly if I could have sent out the teachers questionnaire to the teachers in the boys school as well as to more students.  My work has just began as I will now try to work with Rav Dan, the principals, teachers and parents to apply the lesson I have learnt throughout this project.  

תאריך:                      .

שאלון למורים - שיטת ברקאי
1. א. בבית הספר בו את/ה מלמד/ת מלמדים בשיטת ברקאי, האם קיבלת הסבר על שיטת 

     ברקאי?  אם כן, על ידי מי?                                                                                                                                       

     ב. האם קיבלת חומר המסביר את השיטה? האם קראת אותו? האם את/ה מתייחס/ת  

      אליו?



 2. א. האם קיבלת הדרכה ליישום התכנית בכיתה?אם כן, על ידי מי? 

     ב. האם ניתן לך חומר על שיטות ליישם את התוכנית? האם קראת אותו?


 3. מהן לדעתך מטרות שיטת ברקאי?

· מטרות ידע 


· מטרות חינוכיות

      

      -   מטרות נוספות  

 4. האם בית הספר מגשים מטרות אלו? כיצד?



 5. האם את/ה מקבל/ת תדרוך מתמשך בשיטה?

6. מה הן לדעתך הנקודות החזקות של השיטה? מה הן הנקודות החלשות?

      יתרונות                                                חסרונות                                

     1.                                                        1. 

     


     2.                                                        2.


     3.                                                        3. 

 


8. האם קיימים חומרים וכלי עזר העשויים לסייע בהוראת התוכנית?


9. האם את/ה משלב/ת בשיעור לימודי קודש וחול? באיזה אופן?


10. האם את/ה רואה הבדל בין תלמידי בית ספר אורות עציון לתלמידים מבתי ספר אחרים שלימדת בהם? אם כן איזה הבדלים את/ה רואה?



11. אם את/ה רואה הבדל, האם לדעתך ההבדלים נובעים מההוראה בשיטת ברקאי?


12. האם לדעתך השיטה מתאימה לכל התלמידים? פרט בבקשה.



13. האם לתלמידים יש הזדמנות להיות יצירתיים בתוך שיטה זו? תן דוגמא.



14. האם תוכנית הלימודים מפתחת יחס חיובי לתורה, לקב"ה, ולשמירת המצוות? 


כיצד?


15. אילו תחומי ידע מלבד לימודי קודש עליך לדעת כדי ליישם את שיטת ברקאי במילואה?


16. האם פיתחת כישורי הוראה חדשים מאז התחלת ללמד בשיטת ברקאי? מהן?     

שיטת ברקאי - שאלון להורים
1. כמה ילדים יש לך?

2. באילו כיתות הם לומדים?


3. האם ידוע לכם מהי שיטת ברקאי (כן או לא) ?

     אם כן מהיכן?


4. האם בחרתם בביה"ס בגלל השיטה?

      אם כן, הסבר מדוע?


5. אם בחרתם בביה"ס בגלל סיבה אחרת, מהי הסיבה?


6. האם ידוע לכם מה מצופה מכם כהורים לתלמיד בבית ספר המלמד בשיטת 

      ברקאי?


7. האם אתם משננים עם ילדכם?

8. האם לדעתכם השיטה מסייעת בחינוך ילדכם? (ציינו דוגמאות קונקרטיות).



9. שיטת ברקאי מכתיבה יום לימודים ארוך האם הדבר חיובי או שלילי עבור 

      ילדכם?


10. מה לדעתכם ביה"ס יכול לעשות כדי לערב אתכם יותר בתכנית?


11. האם יש לכם ילדים שלמדו / לומדים בבתי ספר אחרים?  אם כן, כיצד אתם רואים את ההבדלים בין שיטת ברקאי למערכת הלימודים בבתי הספר אחרים?


� Quote from the Barkai Institutes public relations material.


� A interesting aside to this is that they use the cantillation melodies from the custom of the Syrian Aleppo (Aram Soba) community.   When I asked Rav Beeri why, he told me that his Rav was Rav Mordechai Attia  and he told him when he opens his Talmud Torah he should use those Taamim to teach the students.  Since the Syrian Aleppo community’s traditions go back more than 2000 years.





� As confirmed by Rav Dan on June 20 ,2000


� When reviewing my paper Dr.Gribetz wrote that this is very controversial statement.  So I called him to confirm what I wrote and he stood behind his previous statement.


� Rav Dan stated that a 5 hr math lesson could be accomplished in 3 hrs


5 I can remember more than once that my oldest daughter in discussion around the Shabbat table would yes Abba but that is from the Midrash.


� In speaking to Rav Kobi- the girls principal who told me that most teachers do not get a complete package of materials need.  This is primarily a funding issue. 
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