Chumash instruction in the Diaspora
The following important question is asked from many quarters: why teach Chumash to Jewish children in the Diaspora? It is an area of study that school children outside of Israel find difficult. Are we really doing the right thing by burdening our children with the study of a subject whose value and benefit some dispute? Of course, we want them to know stories from the Torah but would it not be better to teach these stories in simple Hebrew or even in English? And, lest anyone argue that the spark of Torah will not be ignited in the hearts of these youngsters unless they learn it in the original, the response is that it is better to defer the study of Chumash until the student learns the language and can understand the content inside.
These assertions stem from a sorry misapprehension and a fundamentally mistaken outlook. We do not teach Chumash because it is a book like any other and we most certainly do not teach it to our children because it is a good book. We teach Chumash to our children because the Chumash is our most holy and precious possession. It nurtured our people in its youth and sustained it in its adulthood. It was its plaything in its old age and will accomplish yet more today, as we, the Jewish people, become young once again.
It is impossible to imagine the people of Israel, especially in the Diaspora, without the Torah of Israel and the Torah of Israel without the original language in which it was given to Israel. It is the only source from which our children will draw spiritual inspiration and that will unite the members of our nation. We teach Torah because we dearly and deeply aspire to bequeath this precious asset as a perfect whole – with its original content and format kept intact and not in a foreign tongue – to our children and grandchildren so that they will meditate on it and apprehend its spirit.
Experiment in Chumash instruction in Talmudei Torah in England
In light of the above, in this article, we will attempt to briefly describe one experiment in Chumash instruction that was carried out in the Talmudei Torah in our city, Leeds. We were seeking a psychological pedagogic method that, over time, would train the student to read and understand Chumash without the aid of a teacher and that would also – and herein lies the innovativeness the approach! – enable him to acquire a good command of the spoken language.
The following lines are based on the principle that Chumash instruction in the Diaspora is a duty that should not be shirked. Instruction should begin as early as possible, meaning to say immediately after the student knows how to read mechanically. The writer assumes that the teacher recognizes the necessity of learning Hebrew and views Chumash as capable of serving as a foundation for this goal.
The conditions facing the writer are those prevailing in the Talmudei Torah in England in which, as in the other countries in the Diaspora, religious studies are entirely separated from secular studies (other than in a handful of day schools). In other words, we are faced with a situation in which Jewish studies and secular studies are entirely distinct. Furthermore, secular studies take pride of place in the child’s life, while Hebrew studies take place in the evenings after a day of work at a secular school at the expense of the student’s free time for one and a half hours, or even one hour, five days a week. It is obviously difficult to give the child a decent grasp of the language in such a short amount of time to the extent that he will be able to read and understand Chumash unaided. The child comes to Hebrew class at age 5 or 6 and, in most cases, continues until age 13. How many hours of his life are dedicated to studying Hebrew? 2760 at the most or 345 a year over eight years of study. If we divide these hours of study by the number of subjects that are studied (translation of prayers, language, history, Land of Israel education, laws and customs etc.), we are left with a total of approximately fifty minutes per week for Chumash study.
Thus, we are confronted with the practical problem of how to teach the child Chumash before he leaves us and how to introduce him to the delights of Torah and to train him to read a chapter of our holy books unaided by a teacher.
There are presently two methods at our disposal: one referred to as the “natural” method and one that uses translation as an aid. The natural method requires the student to have a decent knowledge of the language before starting to read Chumash since the language of the Chumash is difficult, its style is liable to confuse the beginner and, as for the actual content, surely the child will get more pleasure from reading from a study book. In contrast, the translation method does not recoil from the difficulties – it goes straight to the source by translating the words into the mother tongue of the student.
In theory, both methods are right. In practice, if we measure their results using the yardsticks of effort and time invested, neither one has been successful.
Under present conditions, there is no hope of achieving the desired objective using the “natural” method. However, adjustments should be made to the translation method so as to bring it in line with principles of modern pedagogy.
There are those who maintain that the translation method is better than the other methods at training the student to advance in both reading and writing the target language. However, according to modern pedagogical principles, the method should be based on the following propositions: a) a gradual weaning-off of translation; b) a focus on meaning; c) one-directional practice; d) avoidance of too many drills; e) systematic direction.
The weak spot of the old translation method is the rote nature of the learning, which does not allow for an in-depth exploration of meaning. The endearing translations that we experienced as children in Cheder still leaves its taste in our memories: וידבר – hot gesogt, ה' – Gott; אל – zu; משה – Moshe.
The student learnt through constant and wearisome repetition both as a group and individually until the words took root in his mind and became routine and he could spew out each word and its translation without understanding the content of the verse as a whole.
The failure of this approach can be attributed to the fact that it is one that does not speak to the psyche, that does not involve any intellectual and mental exertion or learning stepwise from the known to the unknown, from the simple to the difficult.
Students’ responses were manifest: a lack of understanding, apathy, boredom, disciplinary difficulties and flight from the study of Chumash.
We therefore sought to teach Chumash in a way that would speak to the psyche, in a manner that would intellectually and mentally stimulate the child, would teach Chumash gradually and would help the child acquire knowledge not only of the content of Scripture but also of grammar and the spoken and written language and that would give him material for review that would not bore him.
Preparation of the material For the purpose of the example that we wish to present here, we chose the first chapter of Genesis without concerning ourselves with the difficulties in the content and the various critical problems entailed in this part of Scripture. Such deep questions do not trouble youngsters.
Our aim was to help the children acquire: 1) clear knowledge of the content of Scripture; 2) an understanding of the words and phrases; 3) elementary knowledge of the language; 4) elementary ability to express the ideas in simple Hebrew, initially by way of questions and answers and then by way of summarizing the content.
We used the first verse of Genesis Chapter 1 as the unit of instruction for the first lesson. We arranged the lesson in eight steps (written on stencil), using the following method:
Words for study Obviously, every word in the verse was new for the students. We therefore made a list of the words in the verse together with their translation, as follows:
	in
	ב

	(the) beginning
	ראשית

	(he) created
	ברא

	God
	אלקים

	the
	ה,ה

	heavens
	שמים

	and
	ו

	earth
	ארץ


In total, we have only five words and three auxiliary letters. So that the child could later answer simple questions in Hebrew, we added the following words to the list.
	boy
	ילד

	who
	מי

	what
	מה

	when
	מתי


Delivering the material to the student Following the Berlitz method, we adopted the rule whereby material should be drilled orally before any written work takes place. Therefore, as a first step, the teacher reads a word in Hebrew with its translation, the students repeat after him until they grasp the material. At the second step, the teacher tests the student’s knowledge – he calls out a word in Hebrew (the trigger word) and the students respond in English (the target word). At the third step, the teacher calls out the word in English and the students respond in Hebrew. Finally, the list of words is read out from the board or from the handout and written out in the exercise book.
Ensuring that the material is absorbed by the students Once the information is solidified, we progress to reading and translating from the target language into the mother tongue. To this end, we created the following sentences:
I.
1) אלקים ברא 2) בראשית 3) ארץ 4) שמים 5) השמים 6) הארץ 7) ארץ ושמים 8) הארץ והשמים 9) ילד ברא 10) ברא ילד 11) אלקים ברא 12) ברא אלקים 13) בראשית ברא הילד 14) בראשית ברא אלקים 15) מי ברא? 16) מתי ברא? 17) מה ברא?
With respect to the sixth and seventh questions, the teacher notes that the word “earth” is ארץ, while “the earth” is הארץ (he does this without providing technical explanations) and the students are asked to read these sentences from the handout and to translate them into English.
II.
The child translates from his mother tongue into the target language, to which end we created the following sentences:
1) God created, 2) He created, 3) Earth, 4) Heavens, 5) The earth and the heavens, 6) The boy, 7) In the beginning, 8) When did God create? 9) Who created?
III.
Now, for the child to be able to read the first verse of the Chumash without the aid of the teacher, one small hurdle must be overcome, namely the word את. There is obviously no benefit in going into a detailed explanation. We therefore attempted to remove the obstacle by means of illustration:
What is the meaning of הילד ברא?
And what is the meaning of ברא?
If one were to say ברא הילד, is there any difference between this and הילד ברא?
If so, what is the meaning of אלקים ברא את הילד?
And what is the meaning of: אלקים ברא את השמים?
And how would you translate אלקים ברא את השמים?
And what does this mean: אלקים ברא את השמים ואת הארץ?
Reading with comprehension without the aid of the teacher The contours of the verse should now be sufficiently illuminated for the student and he is asked to recite the first verse of Genesis from the stencil with the requisite intonation and understanding (without translation). For extra certainty, he can also be asked to read the verse in his mother tongue.
He is then ready to answer simple questions in Hebrew. For example:
מי ברא את השמים? מי ברא את הארץ? מה ברא אלקים? מתי ברא אלקים את השמים? מי ברא את הילד
Writing The next logical step is to write out the exercises that we learnt orally. Finally, the learning is spiced up with a short entertaining exercise meant to “stretch the mind” and the student is asked to complete the missing words in the following sentence:
בראשית... אלקים... השמים ואת....
Advantages of the method In addition to the virtues we have noted, the method has another advantage too. This lesson is suitable for every kind of class and for any timetable, however long or short. If time permits, the whole handout can be studied in one class. It can also be divided up into sections and delivered in three or four classes. A lot of the work can be done independently. If the student wishes, he can take the handout home and learn from it there.
A further advantage to the lesson: Here, in the Diaspora, there is a big problem in terms of finance for Jewish education. At every step of the way, we are met with a budgetary lack for study books and, with this method, there is no need for a whole, very costly book but rather just for one handout that costs just a few pennies.
It should be noted that, even though the first five verses (the first day of creation) require five separate classes (or more), it is worth dedicating this amount of time to them. Experience has proven that it is then possible to go through the second day of creation in one class since there are only a few new words. Moreover, the student should be given a vocabulary list organized in alphabetical order in which he will be able to find the words that he has learnt and forgotten.
After the child has learnt the story of the first day of creation, he should say what he remembers in Hebrew and one should not show annoyance if he does not convey what he says in the style of the Chumash.
There is no space here to describe the experiment in full. However, it should be noted that, after the first five lessons, the student is able to read what he has learnt without vowels and, after around twenty lessons, he knows the whole of Chapter 1 and part of Chapter 2 thoroughly, he can recount the stories of the six days of creation and Shabbat orally and in writing and he also understands the Midrashic story of Abraham and the idols together with other simple stories, as well.
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