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Most discussions of the place of Hebrew in the congregational school are filled with confusion, ambivalence and frustration.  While affirming its importance, educators are unsure about the kind of Hebrew that ought to be taught, and send mixed messages to their teachers, parents and students.  Seeing how little students retain, even after years of instruction, leaves everyone perplexed and discouraged.

Part of the problem lies in the way Hebrew instruction evolved in the 20th century.  In the early decades, Talmud Torahs under communal auspices set the standard for instruction. Because students attended as many as 10 hours a week, and because the educators were dedicated Hebraists and the teachers ardent Zionists, modern Hebrew was a major component of the curriculum.  While it is unclear just how much these earlier generations of students learned (not to mention how much they retained), the primacy of modern Hebrew was disputed only by the Sunday schools of some Reform congregations, in which Hebrew was not taught at all.  After World War II, as Jews moved to the suburbs, the congregational school replaced the Talmud Torah as the main venue for Jewish education. Gradually, the number of hours in Conservative schools declined, the number of hours in Reform schools increased, and the Hebrew of the sidur became the main focus of the curriculum in nearly all schools.  But few educators faced up to the problems involved in teaching sidur Hebrew, and few put much energy into solving these problems.

These challenges have persisted, decade after decade, with only isolated individuals addressing them in a systematic and sustained fashion. Periodically, a conference is held, or a special issue of a journal dedicated to the topic.  And while some interesting new approaches have been developed over the past few decades, few have received any publicity, and all seem entirely dependant on a few individuals for their continuation. 

The thesis of this report is that effective Hebrew instruction, especially in the congregational school, requires utmost clarity about the kind of Hebrew that is taught, about realistic goals to be attained, and about the resources, both human and material, that are necessary for achieving these goals. The report presents four different approaches to teaching Hebrew, each of which derives from a specific context in which Hebrew is used—the sidur, the modern State of Israel, the Bible, or value-laden conversations.  I discuss the rationale for each of these approaches, the resources that are available, and the experience of schools which have used them.  These approaches are not mutually exclusive, and I will offer some examples, at the end, of the ways in which they have been, or might be, combined.

Before launching into this discussion, I would like to begin with three overarching observations:

1) The congregational school reflects, consciously or unconsciously, the values and culture of the congregation as a whole.  When a synagogue signifies its commitment to Hebrew—through the use of Hebrew on the bimah, through signage in the halls, through its bulletin, and through its adult educational offerings—the school’s teachers, parents and students will sense, implicitly, that Hebrew is important.  In the absence of any indication from clergy and lay leaders that Hebrew is a priority, those who are not predisposed to value Hebrew will remain largely indifferent, no matter how compelling the curriculum.  Experience has shown that an initiative focused on the school alone, out of its larger context, is unlikely to sustain itself after its initial champions have departed. 

2) A commitment to Hebrew should not, however, cloud one’s perspective.  We need to be realistic about the amount that can be taught within a limited time-frame; the amount that can be retained in an English speaking environment; and the degree of fluency and training that a teacher needs to be able to use some of the most effective methods.  Realism does not mean pessimism. There is evidence that reasonable progress can be made when several hours a week are dedicated to Hebrew, when opportunities are sought for reinforcement, and when teachers are comfortable with Hebrew and receive special training.  But even relatively modest gains in language learning can only be made and sustained through concerted effort.  It is important that both the goals and the challenges be communicated to parents, and to students, as they get older. 

3) The schools that have succeeded in articulating their goals and found appropriate methods for achieving these goals have all had outside assistance, from the staff of a central agency for Jewish education, from a university based training program, or both.  It is difficult, if not impossible, for education directors to create a new curriculum and train teachers in its use, all by themselves.  In doing research for this report, the most discouraging finding was the number of successful programs that fell into disuse after the departure of the educators who initiated them. The Jewish education community, both national and local, has an important role to play in motivating schools to re-think their approach to Hebrew, supporting them through the beginning stages, and, above all, sustaining the programs over time.

Concrete examples of how a synagogue can signify the importance of  a particular kind of Hebrew, communicate realistic expectations, and obtain outside support, are included in each of the relevant sections.

Four Aspects of the Hebrew Language 

Consider the most common answers to the question, “Why teach Hebrew?”

· It is the language of prayer.

· It is the language of our sacred texts, especially the Tanach.

· It is the language of the Jewish people, and especially of the modern State of Israel.

· It bears the essential values of the Jewish civilization.

Each of these answers points to a different kind of Hebrew, or, more precisely, a different aspect of the Hebrew language.  There is certainly a great deal of overlap between the Hebrew of the sidur, the Tanach, and contemporary Israelis; and the key Hebrew terms which are “culture bearers” are embedded in classical, ancient and modern sources alike.  But there are also significant differences between these types of Hebrew, differences in the breadth of vocabulary, in grammatical construction, and in the content that each implies.  The goals for teaching these different types of Hebrew are also different.  In the case of the sidur and the Tanach, the goal is language comprehension, whereas in modern Hebrew and Hebrew literacy, the goal is, in addition, language production.

In the following four sections I will examine the arguments for teaching a particular type of Hebrew, the problems entailed, and the different methods that have been devised.  I will begin with sidur Hebrew, since this is the Hebrew most commonly taught in congregational schools today.

Sidur Hebrew

It seems logical that congregational schools would focus on sidur Hebrew, whose primary goal is for students to be able to read or recite t’fillot with some degree of fluency, and to understand their main ideas.  This approach makes intuitive sense to parents whose primary motivation for sending children to a supplementary school is to prepare them for their bar or bat mitzvah.  Even parents who take a broader view of the purpose of Jewish schooling, and are interested in Jewish identity, identification and knowledge, see their child’s performance at his or her bar mitzvah as a measure of the quality of the school.  In theory, there is another reason for focusing on sidur Hebrew—the opportunity to use what one has learned weekly, at Shabbat services.  In practice, of course, very few students enrolled the typical religious school attend Shabbat services with any regularity.  Nonetheless, if one is looking to teach the kind of Hebrew that will be of greatest utility to American Jews, sidur Hebrew would be the obvious choice.  Not surprisingly, nearly all synagogue schools teach sidur Hebrew, and the vast majority teach only sidur Hebrew.

Unfortunately, there is a big draw-back to teaching the Hebrew of the sidur, especially to children—the language of the sidur is highly abstract, and largely removed from the students’ day-to-day experience. Concepts like brachah and kedushah are difficult to grasp; even references to the creation of the world and the exodus from Egypt feel formulaic when abstracted from the narratives themselves.

To be meaningful to students, the words in the sidur must be connected to meaningful prayer experiences.  If students do not attend worship services with their families, the school must hold its own services; and these services must inspire true kavanah, so that students make associations between the liturgy and their deepest aspirations. The “big ideas” of the sidur must be discussed and debated: Is there really life after death? Were the Jews chosen by God? Does God exist, and, if so, does God listen to our prayers?  Though it would be unrealistic to expect that students studying the sidur only a few hours a week could gain a comprehension of all of the t’fillot, it is certainly possible for them to learn a core vocabulary, including a significant number of shorashim and some basic pre-fixes and suffixes. 

But teaching in this rich, experiential way, requires teachers who are comfortable with the sidur, familiar with much of its vocabulary, and, most importantly, have a prayer-life of their own; to teach the value of t’fillah, one must act on one’s commitments.  By designating a particularly gifted and spiritual teacher to lead t’fillot, and by creating a framework for discussing the “big ideas,” some schools have succeeded in providing this kind of rich environment.

Unfortunately, many, if not most, congregational schools set their sites much lower, and aspire to little more than fluent decoding, and the ability to parrot back key translations.

What would it take for a school to create a vibrant and meaningful course of study in sidur Hebrew?  The general observations with which I began can now be framed more specifically:

Signifying the Importance of T’fillot and of Sidur Hebrew

One way of signifying the importance of t’fillot is to schedule them at a time that is convenient for parents, and invite them to attend.  In one synagogue I visited, the Sunday morning session began with a school-wide service that was attended by most parents.  The policy at another school is for everyone in the building to attend the school’s t’fillot—including the rabbi, the Jewish secretarial staff, and congregants who just happen to have stopped by.  

The importance of sidur Hebrew can be demonstrated by offering a variety of Hebrew classes for adults, bringing these adult learners into the classroom as helpers, and devoting a corner in the synagogue library to Hebrew books, games and materials. 

Setting Realistic Expectations

One would have to be quite fluent in Hebrew to be able to translate all of the sidur.  The best curricula for sidur Hebrew set more realistic goals—for the students to comprehend a set of key terms and shorashim, and thereby to be able to gain an over-all sense of any new t’fillot they might encounter. Another set of expectations concerns attendance and kavanah.  While it would be unrealistic to expect students to commit to attending t’fillot every Shabbat, it is realistic to expect increased attendance (some schools require attendance at a certain number of services), and evidence of kavanah when students do attend.

Outside Assistance
The material resources for teaching sidur Hebrew are abundant. A wide array of textbooks are available commercially, along with teachers’ guides, audiotapes, flashcards, posters, and even computer games. The Union of Reform Judaism is rolling out a new curriculum, Mitkadem, that contains learning packets for individual use, rather than textbooks, so that students can progress at their own pace.  The human resources for teaching sidur Hebrew, on the other hand, are meager.  Aside from the usual sessions (often offered by the textbook publishers) at conferences such as CAJE, one does not hear much about teaching techniques or special workshops for sidur Hebrew.
  Perhaps it is assumed that teachers know how to teach this material in an engaging manner; perhaps the experts in language instruction are themselves at a loss for good ideas.  Either way, this is an area in great need of attention.

Modern Hebrew

The appeal of modern Hebrew is that it is a living language, spoken by millions of Jews in Israel and thousands of Jews throughout the Diaspora; its special challenges are its substantial vocabulary and complicated grammar, and the expectation that students will be able to use it to communicate. But speaking set phrases or dialogues is different from being able to express oneself; and it is not always so easy to find someone to speak Hebrew with.  Despite its intuitive appeal, modern Hebrew poses some problems, chief among them the fact that even three hours of instruction a week (which might be possible in a six hour a week school) do not enable the ordinary student to make satisfying progress.  

Recently, modern Hebrew has been making a modest comeback in the congregational school, but in a different form, based on advances in foreign language learning.  The traditional method, which involved reading and translating, has given way to a variety of newer, oral methods such as TPR and FLES, that are informed by more recent theories of language acquisition.
 Common to these new approaches, are short periods of instruction (no more than 30 minutes at a time), in which students participate actively, through songs, games, pantomime and drama. The Hebrew version of TPR, Ivrit Bitnu’ah, for example, requires only 10-15 minutes a day; the teacher calls out and acts out commands (such as likfotz, lalechet, lashevet) as the students mimic the same motions.  Only after about 10 hours of instruction (45 sessions, or approximately a year of religious school) do students begin the speaking phase, in which they themselves call out the commands and answer simple questions.  

While a significant number (estimates range from 10-20%) of schools have begun to introduce modern Hebrew, it is usually as a supplement to, rather than as a replacement for, sidur Hebrew.  A number of schools have created an “advanced” or “enriched” track, in which students attend an for additional weekday in the afternoon or an additional hour on Sunday; the added time is devoted to modern Hebrew.  One synagogue “jump starts” the enriched track with a three-day day camp in the early fall.
  Schools that have introduced modern conversational Hebrew in this way report that it increases their students’ motivation to learn Hebrew, as well as their retention of sidur terms and phrases. 
The interest in conversational Hebrew has led some synagogue to begin teaching it to much younger students, in grades K-2 and in nursery school. In Los Angeles (and probably elsewhere, as well) there are currently several partial-immersion preschools under synagogue auspices. Concurrently, Hebrew offerings at the level of middle school and/or high school have also increased, sometimes in preparation for a trip to Israel.  For decades, communal schools have offered five hours per week of Hebrew instruction for high school students, which allows them to fulfill their language requirement; some synagogues now offer this as well. 

Signifying the Importance of Modern Hebrew
What can a congregation do to demonstrate the importance of modern Hebrew?  Some obvious suggestions include: using Hebrew terms from the bimah and in the bulletin; posting Hebrew signs around the building (in both Hebrew letters and in transliteration); and displaying Hebrew resources prominently in the library and hallways.  Congregations that have introduced conversational Hebrew in the school, have found that they can use the same language-acquisition techniques with their adult education classes, and in family education as well.  The Jewish Education Center of Cleveland and the Laura and Alvin Siegal College of Jewish Studies co-sponsor a variety of community events in Hebrew, such as a Hebrew story hour at a local book store (where the books are read by teenagers who are studying Hebrew), special lectures, and holiday Hebrew song sessions in a mall.

Setting realistic expectations
Educators whose schools offer modern Hebrew as an option stress the importance of framing it appropriately.  One educator tells parents who opt for the enrichment track to

think of it as planting seeds. Your children will not become fluent Hebrew speakers during this program.  They will learn to enjoy using the Hebrew language in simple sentences about familiar topics.  We hope, in this way, to plant the seeds of excitement and love for the Hebrew language, so that, as they become young adults, they may be pre-disposed to choosing to study Hebrew on a more adult level.

Outside Assistance
The “language acquisition” approach relies entirely on the ability of teachers to keep their students engaged in a fast-paced series of repetitive activities and games; materials are much less important than teacher training and support.  Hebrew specialists at a number of central agencies advocate for these methodologies, train teachers or send them to appropriate training programs, and provide ongoing support throughout the school year.
  In Cleveland the Siegal College and the JECC co-sponsor Moreshet, a training program specifically for supplementary school teachers.  Moreshet offers 12 hours of instruction (8 in Hebrew and 4 in pedagogy and other subjects) weekly, along with additional coaching in the classroom, over a period of three years.  Having already graduated three cohorts, for a total of twenty or so teachers, they are currently enrolling their fourth cohort.  The community’s Fund for the Jewish Future subsidizes the program; in addition to free tuition, each teacher receives an annual stipend of $3,000. This kind of outside assistance is critical to a school’s ability to introduce and sustain even a relatively modest program in modern Hebrew.

Biblical Hebrew

In the 1960’s the Melton Research Center at the Jewish Theological Seminary introduced a new Hebrew curriculum, which focused entirely on biblical Hebrew.  The rationale underlying the curriculum may be summarized in the following points:

· Whereas modern Hebrew has a complicated grammar and a vocabulary of approximately 100,000 words, the grammar of biblical Hebrew is much simpler, and the total vocabulary of the Bible is about 7,500 words, 2,000 of which are used only once.

· It is easier to learn receptive language skills, such as reading the Bible with the aid of a dictionary, than to acquire productive skills, such as constructing one’s own sentences.

· The goal of being able to read the Bible in Hebrew could serve as a motivating factor for both students and parents.

· Bible in Hebrew makes the most efficient use of the time spent in school, since it combines two subjects, Hebrew and texts, into one. 

In 1989, Ruth Raphaeli, a staff member of the Melton Center, wrote:

As soon as the student recognizes the meaning of some 500 Hebrew words, is familiar with the syntactic patterns of the language, and has acquired the necessary reading strategies, he may begin to read biblical selections in Hebrew.  Such preparation for Bible study may be accomplished within the first three years of school.

At its heyday, this curriculum was used in approximately fifty Conservative congregational schools.
  In those years the Melton Center sponsored teacher training workshops on a regular basis, and made its trainers available for ongoing consultation as well.  Today, only one school still uses these materials; ironically, it is affiliated with the Reform movement.  This school, “Temple Akiva,” was the subject of Joseph Reimer’s book, Succeeding at Jewish Education.
  In a separate report, Reimer describes the program in action, with in-depth views of the classrooms of both proficient and not-so-proficient teachers. Summarizing his observations, he notes:

What struck me in observing broadly in this program was that a curriculum based so heavily on mastering language skills through repetition could hold the interest of these children.  I observed only one class in which there was a discipline problem beyond restlessness and inattention.  The teachers were adept at noticing when certain children were fading out, and made the effort to draw them back into the lesson.  They were also keenly aware of the need to vary the activities in class. Any one class would be made up of several 20-25 minute segments, and each segment would feature a different approach to learning the Hebrew.

Commenting on a seventh grade class in which the students are reading the book of Jonah, Reimer writes:

In [this] class the students demonstrate that they can 1) read the biblical text and translate it (some word by word and some phrase by phrase) with a degree of fluidity, 2) read with comprehension and ask meaningful questions of the text, and 3) with the teacher’s encouragement, engage in a process of inquiry by which they read the text closely and add their own thoughts about what lies behind this narrative and makes it such a compelling story.

In doing research for this report, I interviewed the synagogue’s current Director of Congregational Learning. Biblical Hebrew is still taught, despite the students’ complaints about the outdated look of the Melton textbooks, in which the vowels are hand-written and the only illustrations are sparse black and white drawings.  The Melton Center no longer offers teacher workshops, and the school must now do its own training for newly hired teachers. Despite these challenges, the school remains even more committed to teaching biblical Hebrew, which is now a requirement for all students (during the time Reimer spent there, it was still optional). In an effort to make the curriculum more engaging, biblical quotations and stories have been added at every grade level, and a variety of other materials have been brought in as supplements.  The educator believes that new typesetting and graphics could restore the luster of the Melton materials, whose content remains excellent.

Signifying the Importance of Biblical Hebrew
Succeeding at Jewish Education contains many examples of Temple Akiva’s commitment to Jewish education in general, and to its school, in particular.  The Melton curriculum was introduced in 1983 because both the senior rabbi at time and the education director (who currently serves as the senior rabbi) believed that the Bible should be “at the forefront of the curricular agenda.”
  Given the current interest in text-based adult learning, there are probably other congregations in whose leaders might make a similar choice, if the program were promoted and the materials redesigned. The relative ease with which one can become competent in biblical Hebrew makes this an attractive choice for adult learners, as well; Temple Akiva currently offers several adult classes devoted to biblical Hebrew.

Setting Realistic Expectations

As Reimer’s research demonstrates, the goals of the Melton biblical Hebrew program can be attained, provided homework is assigned between sessions, the  teachers are knowledgeable in both Hebrew and the Bible, and that they receive special training in the use of the materials. In fact, though the curriculum’s creators thought it required at least an hour of instruction, three times a week, Temple Akiva finds that it works well  with a total of 21/2 – 3 hours, divided over two days.

Outside Assistance

Biblical Hebrew could only become a viable option if the layout and graphics of the Melton materials were redone, and if workshops for teaches were, once again, offered on an ongoing basis.  Only a school with an exceptional, long-standing commitment, can be expected to mount such a program under the current circumstances, which is why Temple Akiva is the only school currently offering biblical Hebrew. 

Hebrew Literacy

This report would be incomplete without a discussion of a fourth approach to Hebrew, which, though not as global or complete as the other approaches, is appealing in its common sense and simplicity.  As advocates of Hebrew have long argued, and as linguists and sociologists have shown, languages carry with them a host of values and assumptions that give a culture its uniqueness. When a student comes to “own” key Hebrew terms such as shalom and tzedakah, s/he also acquires a uniquely Jewish world view, in which peace is associated with wholeness, charity with justice, and so on.  Thus, it would seem critical that all Jews acquire, at the very least, a basic set of Hebrew terms, anywhere from 100 to 300 words and phrases that bear important Jewish values.  As Alan Mintz argued in a speech given at Brandeis University,

[Terms like shalom, halachah and tzedakah] are not merely etymological curiosities, bits of gratuitous erudition, but real windows into the nuances of cultural difference.  And it is not farfetched to imagine that Jewish leaders who possess these Hebrew terms will feel differently when they speak of such things as philanthropy, law, or peace.  Thinking pedagogically, one could go on to conceive of a curriculum based on a limited number of Hebrew three-letter roots which, in their various combinations, make up a lexicon of significant Jewish value concepts.  Although this kind of knowledge of Hebrew is admittedly partial, the empowerment it potentially offers participants in Jewish life is not symbolic but real.

Inspired by Mintz’s notion of a curriculum based on a core Hebrew vocabulary, Leo Baeck Temple in Los Angeles devised a program called “milat hashavua,” which highlighted a different shoresh or word each week.  Either the classroom teacher or the school’s Hebrew specialist would present the term to students in a song, skit, or some other engaging format.  In addition, a weekly newsletter was sent home to parents, with explanations, examples, cartoons, poems, and/or stories.  Though not all teachers made an effort to reinforce and review the words, and not all parents paid attention to the newsletter, the program created a buzz about Hebrew.
 The original concept was to teach about 100 terms over a three-year period, and then repeat the sequence. But despite the program’s success, in a sad refrain that will, by now, be all-to-familiar to readers of this report, when the educator left her position, the program was discontinued.

Signifying the Importance of Hebrew Literacy
Because the goals of Hebrew literacy are so modest, it should be seen, not as an alternative, but as a complement to the other approaches discussed in this report.  It can serve to deepen people’s interest in and commitment to Hebrew as an end in itself, not merely as a language for reciting t’fillot, ordering a falafel in Tel Aviv, or understanding a passage from the Tanach.  Since its concepts and utility go way beyond the school, Hebrew literacy could be a wonderful program for the entire synagogue.
 

Outside Assistance

One of the difficulties Leo Baeck encountered, and one of the reasons milat hashavua was discontinued, was that a great deal of effort was involved in creating engaging presentations, and writing the weekly newsletter.  A national project on Hebrew literacy, whose materials were designed and produced at a central location, would be more cost effective. Were these materials made available, a small committee of dedicated synagogue volunteers could find dozens of ways to bring these Hebrew terms to the entire congregation. Imagine if every synagogue meeting began with milat hashavua; if every mailing made reference to it; if special milat hashavua quizzes and contests were held; and if the words were prominently displayed at key locations in the building!  

Mixing and Matching the Different Approaches

The alternative approaches discussed in this report are not mutually exclusive, and, as indicated above, some schools have found ways to combine them thoughtfully and creatively.  Modern conversational Hebrew seems the most popular and flexible add-on, usually by means of an advanced or enriched track, that includes an additional hour a week of modern Hebrew. Other schools teach modern Hebrew in the youngest grades, and to post b’nei mitzvah students, while concentrating on sidur or biblical Hebrew in grades 3-7
.  And at least one school once included 10-15 minutes of TPR a day in every grade.

A Hebrew literacy program such a milat hashavua could be infused into an existing curriculum with relative ease.  It could also work well as a free-standing program, as long as teachers and congregational leaders took care to utilize and reinforce the terms. 

It is more difficult to imagine a combination of sidur Hebrew and biblical Hebrew, at least not the approach to biblical Hebrew described in this report.  Though significant portions of the sidur are taken from the Bible, students would not be able to translate these passages (even with a dictionary) unless the groundwork had been laid in terms of vocabulary and some basic grammar.

As difficult as it is to choose between different aspects that, in an ideal world, would all be taught, it is important to guard against what might be called “mindless-eclecticism,”—a curriculum that veers back and forth between several different approaches.  When, for example, third and fourth graders study sidur Hebrew, switch to modern Hebrew in grade five, then back to the sidur in time for bar mitzvah preparation in grades six and seven, the result is a mishmash in which everything is lost, because none of it is sufficiently reinforced.  Unfortunately, there are schools that do just that.  Similarly, some of the textbooks on the market purport to offer both sidur and modern Hebrew, or a textbook on modern Hebrew with a workbook on sidur Hebrew.  The result is a program packed with so many new words and ideas, that the student ends up retaining neither those related to the sidur nor those which are more modern. 

In Hebrew (as in most subjects), clarity is the key to successful instruction.  The school needs to be clear as to its priorities, its goals, its methods, and its resources.  It is far better to focus on a more limited set of goals that can be met within existing time constraints, than to aim very high without giving adequate thought to how these aims can be attained.  For a synagogue with limited resources, it may be necessary to choose an approach based on the availability of materials rather than ideology. Thus, while the ultimate choice of which Hebrew to teach lies with the synagogue, community and national groups have an important role to play in broadening the options, as will be discussed in the next section. 

Concluding Recommendations

A pessimistic reader might, at this point, be quite discouraged about the state of Hebrew instruction in the congregational school, but I myself choose to remain optimistic.  It is true that the current picture is pretty dismal, with the exception of a few bright spots.  But I believe the situation could be turned around if synagogue leaders began to focus on Hebrew, and if community agencies and national organizations were to coordinate their efforts.  The following are some recommendations for actions that might be taken at each of these levels.

What an Individual Congregation Can Do
The first, and most important step for an individual synagogue is to develop a shared vision of the kind(s) of Hebrew it wants to promote, and to devise a plan by which that vision can be realized.  At the risk of sounding like a broken record, I reiterate that these discussions should be about the state of Hebrew in the congregation as a whole, not just in the school. The standard way of evolving a shared vision, and a plan for bringing that vision into fruition, is to convene a task force of 12-25 people.  That group might meet monthly, going through a structured process—beginning with becoming informed about the various approaches; going on to visioning exercises; taking the “temperature” of the congregation through a series of “community conversations;” and, finally, coming up with a specific plan.  A number of models exist for this kind of task force process; one of them is delineated in my book, Becoming a Congregation of Learners.
  A broad spectrum of congregants should be invited to join the task force, from strong proponents of Hebrew to those who have little or no Hebraic knowledge; of course, the educator and a representative of the clergy must participate actively, as well.  Most congregations have at least one (and often quite a few) process consultants among their members; it would be helpful to ask such a person to serve as an consultant to the task force.  One caveat: it would be important to agree, at the outset, that in the course of this deliberation difficult decisions will need to be made as to priorities. Only the largest and wealthiest of congregations can offer three different tracks, in addition to introducing Hebrew literacy, and even a large and wealthy congregation would have to phase in these options in gradually.

A synagogue that cannot undertake a task force process (perhaps because it is already engaged in strategic planning on another set of issues), can still experiment with some small changes.  An “advanced track” offering conversational Hebrew might be piloted for a small group of students; alternately, a conversational chug for parents and children might be organized during lunch or dinner following religious school.  Hebrew literacy might be introduced bi-weekly or monthly, rather than weekly.  These small, relatively simple steps (which change consultants call “low hanging” fruit) can serve to raise people’s consciousness about Hebrew, and ignite interest in more intensive efforts.

What a Local or Regional Agency Can Do
While a local agency, such a central agency for Jewish education, or a regional one, such as the regional office of a denomination, cannot make decisions for congregations, it can publicize new alternatives and offer much needed support for both the educator and the teachers.  Unfortunately, most of these institutions have multiple responsibilities and a large ratio of schools to staff members; only a few central agencies, for example, have Hebrew language specialists.  But an agency that wanted to contribute to raising the level of Hebrew in congregational schools could do so by taking on a number of very targeted assignments, which might be done by one or more part-time staff members brought on for this purpose.

The first task would be to raise the community’s awareness about the importance of Hebrew, and about the alternative approaches that exist.  Towards this end, articles might be written for synagogue bulletins and the local Jewish press; a speakers’ bureau might be developed, with speakers sent to local school committees, congregational events, and groups such as Hadassah; community forums might be arranged; demonstration sessions might be offered.  Once a buzz was created and people’s consciousness raised, the second task would be to advise congregations as to how to go about making deliberate, informed choices.
  The third task would be to provide support for the choices congregations would make—to offer teacher training in the techniques that best fit the approach, to offer a “consumers’ guide” to the various materials that are available, and to provide ongoing observation, feedback and consultation.

One of the problems faced by congregational schools is their isolation from one another.  Even schools within close proximity rarely have a mechanism for sharing either successes or concerns.  Central agencies in Jewish education already provide venues for networking.  Within this context, a relatively easy task would be to convene a meeting of those most responsible for Hebrew instruction; a slightly more difficult task would be to facilitate the sharing of materials, techniques, problems and solutions. Most difficult, but worth contemplating, would be the task of forging cooperative ventures.  For example, while a single congregation might not have enough interested students to mount a track in biblical Hebrew, a consortium of three congregations might.  In a slightly different vein, all the congregations in a region might take on a Hebrew literacy project, each contributing a small sum of money.  The total raised would allow for the creation and reproduction of an engaging newsletter and a teachers’ guide to accompany it.  To take the idea even further, attractive posters could be created and hung, not only in all of the congregations, but also in the offices of Jewish doctors, the stores of kosher markets, and so on.  For a group of people with energy and creativity, the possibilities would be endless.

What Can a National Organization Do?

A national organization, such as the Memorial Foundation for Jewish Culture, cannot make decisions for synagogues, and it cannot mentor teachers or create face-to-face programs. But it can do many other things, such as:

· Mount a Public Awareness Campaign: The kind of publicity suggested for the local level could be generated, with greater depth and sophistication, at a national level.  Articles and advertisements placed in a variety of publications could help make Hebrew instruction a national concern.

· Offer a Summer Institute for Teachers and Mentors: None of the four approaches discussed in this report can be implemented successfully without teachers who are trained in the special techniques that bring it alive and capture students’ attention and imagination.  Nation-wide, only a small number of teacher-trainers are specialists in Hebrew language instruction; of these, even fewer have worked with teachers in a congregational school.  Why not bring these outstanding educators together at a summer training institute (perhaps in cooperation with the Coalition for Advancement of Jewish Education) and offer different workshops for the teachers of sidur, modern and biblical Hebrew?   Why not videotape these teacher trainers in action, and create short instructional videos and a leaders’ guide to accompany them?  These videotapes could then be used at central agencies and at synagogues themselves.

· Upgrade Existing Materials and Create New Ones: As noted above, while the content of the Melton biblical Hebrew curriculum is excellent, its form has become outdated.  It would take only $20-25,000 to redesign the textbooks and workbooks—a great deal of money for an individual congregation or even a local agency, but not beyond the budget of a national organization.  For the majority of congregations which offer sidur Hebrew, materials are abundant for teaching the mechanics of the language; but there is still a great need for  materials that discuss the larger issues related to t’fillah, and helping to inspire kavanah. Various groups of educators have created some of these materials, but they are hard to find, and need to be placed into a coherent framework.  The appropriate medium might not always be a textbook, but rather a trigger film, a tape, or a series of short stories.  What is needed is a curricular project that would collect the many wonderful techniques being practiced, publish those that lend themselves to publication, and write a handbook for teachers that explains the others.  This would seem like the perfect project for the educational arms of the denominations; perhaps they could even cooperate in such a venture.

· Promote Hebrew Literacy: a national Hebrew literacy project, which was coordinated with the kind of local and congregational projects discussed in the previous sections, could generate a great deal of publicity, enthusiasm—and, in addition, teach a core vocabulary of important Hebrew terms.  An idea this simple and this appealing simply begs for implementation.

In conclusion, any number of Hebrew sayings from Pirkei Avot might be invoked.  But the saying that seems most appropriate is that of Theodore Herzl – im tirtzu, ain zo agadah.  The Jewish people have successfully undertaken so many immense and complicated projects; upgrading Hebrew instruction in the congregational school seems simple by comparison. It is my hope that those who commissioned this report will have the ratzon and the koach to follow through with the next steps, for the results will surely be rewarding.
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In contrast to these approaches, Behrman House, has recently published a new modern Hebrew textbook which relies primarily on reading and translation.
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