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From Within the Fire
The Beginnings of Beit Midrash Lehava
A Program of Ulpanat Amit Noga

Miriam Reisler



Choosing to be in the Beit Midrash Lehava program was probably one of the best choices made in my life.  I enjoy it so much and feel that I get so much out of it.

The main thing that stands out for me in Lehava is the atmosphere.  It’s very difficult to create an atmosphere in which teenagers want to learn Torah – but that’s what we have here.  Everyone here just can’t wait to hear and learn more.  Often, school can be a drag, but I know that every day I can’t wait until I have Lehava – it’s the highlight of my day (and I know that a lot of other girls in the program feel the same way).  When girls have free time, they don’t just sit around talking – they look for a new topic to learn.  Nobody runs out of class at the start of recess because they’re so involved in their learning.  I think that a lot of this behavior is influenced by the teachers.  In Lehava, we have these teachers who are so warm and full of knowledge about Torah.  I know that I have learned so much from them.  The whole atmosphere of everyone learning is so exciting that I think it can make anyone who comes here want to learn Torah.

I think that the beit midrash builds up the important skill of independent learning.  Before I came to Lehava, it was very hard for me to learn a perek by myself and understand it.  Now I can do so much, like compare and contrast het ha-meraglim in Sefer Devarim with the story as told in Sefer Bamidbar.  I can see how I’ve made such progress.  The teacher gives a shiur and then we are given hakhanah to prepare for the next class.  Instead of just writing notes based on what the teacher says, in our hakhanah we really have to think of our own ideas and questions that arise while reading the given text.  The only part in which the students aren’t independent is during shiur.  Otherwise, you are on your own – preparing, learning be-havruta, or working on an independent project.  But although you’re working alone, you are within a structure, a supportive framework.

While I’m sitting at my makom kavua working on my hakhanah for Yosef ve-ehav, I feel like there’s no better place for me to be concentrating than a beit midrash full of girls ready to just learn Torah.

Ilana, grade 9
This letter, which appeared in Hebrew in the first issue of HaTene, our journal of student work, expresses in the words of a student the uniqueness of an experience shared by teachers and students this past year in Beit Midrash Lehava, a new limudei kodesh environment being developed at Ulpanat AMIT Noga in Beit Shemesh.  There are many other accounts, oral and written, of the impact that the beit midrash experience has had on the students.  Stories abound.  A number of girls told me that they had spent time learning with their chavrutot over Pesach vacation.  One student plans to complete in the coming year a perush of sefer Amos, an independent project she took upon herself.  Many have become excited about learning Torah and some have even begun to give shiurim themselves.  The accounts vary, but they share a sense of energy and enthusiasm, reflection and growth, and a satisfaction with their accomplishments.  The students have a growing sense that there is a world of interesting and relevant ideas and books to be explored and studied in the beit midrash.
In May 2004, after a conversation with an ATID staff member working on their Beit Midrash Initiative, I began to consider the idea of grouping limudei kodesh hours into one block of time rather than individual Tanakh or Torah she-ba’al Peh classes.  My hope was that students could achieve more, both educationally and religiously, in an environment which allowed for flexibility and personalization.  As the head of the Tanakh department at Ulpanat AMIT Noga, I knew the students and institution well enough to consider the elements of implementation of such a program.  In addition, Chagit Barnea, the principal, and Dr. Meir Ekstein, the head of the amutah (non-profit organization which supports the school), were extremely supportive.  As such, the conditions for experimenting with this idea were ripe. 
Defining the Beit Midrash 

● Goals:   My primary motivation for creating a beit midrash environment for young women was to use the experience of talmud Torah as a means of avodat Hashem.  Although there is nothing particularly unusual about such a mission statement when referring to the education of boys and young men, it is rarely stated as an explicit goal of girls’ education.  I ascribe to the conventional goals of teaching Torah to girls, which include (depending on the institution) instilling them with a commitment to avodat Hashem and yirat shamayim, encouraging the development of midot tovot, imparting to them knowledge of practical halakhah, and fostering comfort and familiarity with kitvei kodesh.  However, I would like to suggest another model for girls, one in which talmud Torah lishmah, for the sake of knowing and serving HaKadosh Barukh Hu, is the primary aspiration.
I believe that there are many young women, with a range of educational abilities and interests, who stand to benefit from an environment where talmud Torah is a primary experience of avodat Hashem.  Such an environment ought to serve as broad a community of these students as possible, regardless of their academic capabilities.  In addition, I have a specific interest in addressing the needs and encouraging the growth of talented young women with the potential for future community leadership.  Whereas their male counterparts can find high schools which invest in the Torah education of the most talented students, young women have no such institution to which they can turn to support their growth into talmidot hakhamot.  
These are issues which I have been trying to address throughout my educational career and this articulation thus does not represent a shift in position or a new idea.  It was a new idea, though, to build a beit midrash environment in order to facilitate this goal.  Given the resources and energy such a program requires, justifying its necessity is important.  
Previously, as part of the founding faculty of Ma’ayanot High School in Teaneck, NJ, and subsequently as a teacher in Midreshet Lindenbaum in Jerusalem, I had seen and experienced success in communicating a positive, if challenging message to female students about the place of talmud Torah in their lives as committed Jews.  I discovered that the motivated students I met at Lindenbaum came from a variety of institutions that employ conventional means of study which in current times includes havruta study, individual or group work and participatory discussions.  Although there is always room for improvement, the anecdotal evidence I gathered clearly indicated that given enough hours and an excited and competent teacher, a conventional setting can facilitate a new way of thinking about talmud Torah among female students, particularly about the primacy of learning Torah lishmah.
In the school in which I work in Israel, though, this seemed less possible.  One reason seems to be institutional – the limited number of limudei kodesh hours allotted to the girls’ weekly schedule.  This clearly communicates the message to the students that limited investment in Torah is the norm, especially when compared to their brothers’ yeshiva schedules which have double or more hours of limudei kodesh.  This message is reinforced by the fact that the number of hours allocated to Tanakh and Toshba are similar to those allocated to secular subjects, like math and English, implying that Torah is simply another subject.  In addition, classroom text study faces the significant limitation imposed by the necessary focus on preparation for the bagruyot, which results in less time to experience hands-on learning and meaningful discussion.  
Teaching girls to develop a new perception of the experience of talmud Torah is also complicated by cultural and community expectations.  There is a student population at Noga which is receptive to the idea of Torah study as a primary means to living a richer spiritual life, but for most, it’s a new concept when applied to women, something they hadn’t heard of or considered previously.  There are few students whose families have communicated a clear positive message about talmud Torah to their daughters, and in that sense Israeli students seem to lag behind their American counterparts.  
One experience which highlighted for me the difference between my American and Israeli students took place when I taught seventh grade at Noga two years ago.  In America, I used to have at least one discussion a year with my students about the importance of exams and why being tested in limudei kodesh doesn’t contradict the principle of Torah lishmah.  Usually, this discussion was initiated by the students, as a complaint or excuse, before or after a test.  At some point, I tried jumpstarting a similar discussion in Noga – but I was surprised to discover that they didn’t “know their lines.”  In other words, they didn’t have a prior conception of Torah lishmah, so the complaining, and the ensuing discussion, were irrelevant.
Given the conclusion that the conventional classroom had limited chances for success at Noga, changing the environment radically in order to reframe the experience of talmud Torah for girls offered a possibility to achieve the desired goals.  Beit Midrash Lehava is thus a means for achieving an end.  The degree to which it serves the primary goal well is something which we will only be able to evaluate over time.
● Methods:  In order to achieve its larger goals, plans for the beit midrash focused on the component goals that would be pursued and the methods that would be utilized to accomplish them.  An important method for generating student interest would be to maximize student choice in the learning experience.  Each student was to build her own schedule from options of classes offered and individual projects she chose to pursue, thus insuring that the personalization of learning would be built in.  Course offerings and student schedules would change quarterly to renew the students’ sense of choice.
The beit midrash would be able to serve a heterogeneous group of students.  Since each student would build her schedule according to her skills and abilities, each could be challenged on her own level.
In order for students to experience excitement from talmud Torah, they need to be explorers and discoverers.  This is possible only when given enough time to explore and sufficient independent learning skills to facilitate the exploration.  Classes therefore would require preparation done in the beit midrash before class, to insure that students spent significant time deciphering and thinking about texts.  An emphasis would also be placed on teaching students to use new tools to aid their comprehension or deepen their understandings with the intent of enriching their experience of isuk be-divrei Torah.  
Physically, the place was to be an open resource, one which would encourage a thirst for learning.  The beit midrash filled with books to use and peruse would hopefully create a unique sense of possibility by making apparent how much there is to learn.  The teachers were also to be part of the physical environment – living books if you will.  By living lives infused with Torah learning and modeling that by being engaged as learners as well, their presence would motivate and encourage, even beyond the technical help they could offer students struggling with specific problems.
In the beit midrash, where learning was to be individualized, staff attention to each student’s schedule, havrutot, and general progress would be critical.  In addition, because a beit midrash is an environment explicitly committed to religious growth, there would be further interest in fostering meaningful teacher-student relationships.   Although following students is an important part of all educational settings, in a conventional classroom most students are working on the same task, material and/or skill, so following the students begins from shared assumptions.  The beit midrah staff would need to track students more individually, allowing for more open-ended interaction about the students’ various ways of learning and progressing.  
It was my hope that these elements would lay the foundation for a culture which would respect and value both talmud Torah and lomdot Torah and inspire lifelong commitment to learning and avodat Hashem.

As the Rosh Beit Midrash, I was responsible for developing the environment, from ideology to application, together with my staff, Ayala Friedman (Tanakh), Nelli Marashe (Gemara and halakhah) and Navit Tzadik (Mishnah).  I was asked by ATID to summarize the components of my job as the Rosh Beit Midrash in order to help other educators interested in implementing a similar program.  The following represents the educational and administrative activities in which I was engaged over the course of this exciting year.
Teaching – Adapting for the Beit Midrash
The beit midrash is a unique, and even catalytic, environment which encouraged my exploration of new educational methods and means in order to take full advantage of the opportunities it provides.  In addition to preparing and teaching in a way that was satisfying to me (and hopefully to my students), I recognized that, as the person heading up the program, my experiments would provide models and working examples for my teachers to follow and experiment with themselves.
My first experience modeling for and working with my teachers came at the very start of the year, when Ayala Friedman and I team taught the first Tanakh unit in Tehillim.  We each taught two mizmorei Tehillim, in which we emphasized the tools we used to understand and analyze the text.  The students were then assigned a project in which they were to choose their own perek and analyze and explain it using the relevant tools.  The project put the students in the "driver’s seat" very early on in the year – they produced something which required thought and helped them recognize that they had already acquired new tools.  This also helped Ayala understand what I wanted from her as a teacher, and the skill-based assignments she demanded from the students in her other courses this past year reflected this understanding.
One of the underpinnings of the curriculum in the beit midrash is that courses pair content with an inherently appropriate skill, of which the Tehillim project above is an example.    Other classes followed that lead.  For example, Ayala’s third quarter class was called “Dmuyot be-Sefer Shmuel.”   The skill being taught was identified in the title and was the focus of the classes.  The final project required students to use resources that they had learned about through the class in order to research and write about a personality they had not studied in class.  To bring an example from another discipline, the explicit goal of the Mishnah class was to help the students become independent learners of mishnayot.  The preparation of a perek a week required reading and understanding the mishnayot, and occasionally the Kehati commentary, in order to answer one or two questions per mishnah.  After completing a couple of masekhtot, in addition to having increased their general knowledge, the students’ skills were greatly improved.  
It is worth noting that a given text can be taught by emphasizing any number of skills.  Ayala taught the first eleven chapters of Devarim twice this past year.  In the first quarter, she emphasized comparisons between stories in Tanakh while in the second quarter the emphasis was on parshanut skills.  Although all students were required to study the beginning of Devarim, they could choose to do so in the manner they preferred.
The beit midrash also strives to implement differentiated learning strategies.  In the course on Sefer Shmuel, I taught three to four perakim per class.  Class met twice a week, for about 40 minutes each time.  Students had to come to class prepared – in this case, that minimally meant knowing the content of the perek.   Knowing that different students have different styles of learning and that the beit midrash could embrace that, I offered four different options for preparation for each class.  Thus, students who were capable of being engaged in careful reading could read and summarize, write questions about or respond to the perek.  Others, who didn’t feel confident about their knowledge until they’d answer questions about the material, could avail themselves of the recommended workbook.  There was also a short essay option for those seeking to gain a broader view and hone their ideas prior to class, as well as the opportunity to be exposed to articles (by well respected scholars such as Professor Yehuda Elitzur, Rav Yoel Bin Nun and Professor Uriel Simon, to name a few).  Preparation was thus differentiated in order to allow each student to prepare at her level, but the requirement to know the basic material was still a prerequisite to understanding shiur, which presupposed that knowledge and was taught at a relatively high level.  During shiur, I rarely repeated the story line; the goal of shiur is to take students to places, usually analytic, that they can’t arrive at themselves.  In that way I tried to maximize the individualization of the experience of learning while allowing for a shared group experience of shiur.  
There were classes in which the time allotted for preparation was better used for review.  Thus in the Gemara class, where most of the students were still beginners, preparation of new material for 45 minutes was too frustrating for them, whereas review exercises were both necessary and appropriate.  Similarly, in the Amos class that I taught, I was more eager for the students to review the material with opportunities for additional exploration rather than have them prepare new material, out of concern that a first experience of Nevi’im Ahronim should be interesting and exciting, a sense that could easily be lost in the struggle with new material.
Some could claim that allowing students the time to prepare for class during school time is simply reducing their homework load, perhaps unnecessarily.  Our experience has been, though, that students benefit greatly from having preparation time built in to their schedules.  Firstly, we found that our students came to class much better prepared than most students in average classes with similar homework assignments.  This may be because the goal of homework is to finish, whereas the purpose of preparation in the beit midrash is to use your time to be as prepared as possible.  Another benefit is that we were able to assign challenging work that would normally not be given for homework – because we were present in the beit midrash, anyone who was having trouble could get help.  Additionally, differentiating between preparation and homework helped the students to view the beit midrash as a place separate from their usual school experience and terminology.  A father of one of the students stopped me one day early in the year to tell me that he had had the oddest conversation with his daughter the previous night.  He had seen her doing work and said, “Homework?” and she had replied, “It’s not homework.  I’m preparing for class.”
Above, I referred to shiur as a shared group experience, but this should be understood within limits.  There were those for whom shiur was on too high a level and their gain from it was minimal.  These students need help outside of class – before or after – in order to keep up.  The efforts to help them need to be carefully modulated though, because there are some students for whom preparation and review are sufficiently challenging and if they are given adequate support to successfully master the material, that in and of itself is an achievement.  For these students, if shiur is not particularly enlightening or enriching, so be it.
One of the advantages we enjoyed this year was student self-discipline.  Because the students in the program had chosen to be there, they were generally disciplined about their work and classes which eliminated the need for the kind of policing and strict enforcement which sometimes are a prerequisite for frontal (lecture style) teaching.  This, in addition to the students’ expectation that preparation before each lesson was a necessity, created the possibility of teaching high school students at a level usually associated with post-high school education.

Following Students
In our program, which offers a personalized approach to learning and really works to maximize the strengths of individual learners, following students is at the core of what my staff and I do.  It was reflected this year in various ways.

● Personalization of Schedules:  Every student built her own schedule every quarter (in the coming year it will be trimesters) on the basis of basic requirements (heavily, though not exclusively, determined by the bagrut examinations), the choices offered, and her individual style of learning.
Teachers advised students in the building of their schedules, though as students learned about themselves and what worked for them, they were able to organize themselves with significantly less teacher input.  A capable student who quickly bores in class might be encouraged to choose very few frontal classes, as might a student with attention deficit issues who learns much more effectively in havruta.  A student who has a hard time staying on task might be encouraged to build her schedule around more frontal classes.  In order to advise students, teachers need to get to know them and what works for them and have thoughts about what the student can achieve.  Building the schedules gives students and teachers an opportunity to talk about learning issues up front, but teachers ought to have insight gained from observation, the checking of work, and discussions with the students during the course of projects.
An important additional element in supporting students as they build their schedules is that they can ask to study a topic of interest to them – tefillah, parashat ha-shavua, philosophy, a sefer Tanakh or an issue in halakhah.  One of my favorite experiences in the beit midrash was being approached by students seeking suggestions and guidance about what might be a satisfying and successful learning experience.   When the suggestion matches a students’ interest and abilities, the power of the experience can be significant and formative for her.  
Our experience has been that students who chose to learn sifrei Tanakh be-havruta were most likely to succeed. There are many sifrei Tanakh that they haven’t yet learned or books with which they are familiar but can now appreciate at a different level of depth.  Most students have some basic skills in Tanakh already which allow them to function mostly on their own, a prerequisite for a successful independent havruta.  Another successful undertaking was the learning of masekhtot of mishnayot.  We have tried to purchase as many illustrated volumes of Mishnah as possible and these greatly increase the students’ ability to proceed on their own.  
We found that our students are eager to learn about halakhah, specifically those related to women, but they lack the skills to do so with any comprehension, even using books by Rav Ellinson or Rav Aviner or source sheets prepared for them.  These issues clearly need to be addressed, but it seems to us that in order to bring them to a level of understanding of such texts, we need to provide them with coursework which will teach the skills and context for studying halakhah.  When a student was interested in learning something beyond her abilities, the best successes were achieved by arranging a havruta between a student or pair of students and an adult (teacher, parent, or a volunteer).
Note:  Setting up the schedules in the first quarter was challenging – the students were planning their schedules for the first time and it was a first for the staff as well.  It was important that I be very involved in the process.  By the second quarter, it was clear that the students already understood the process better and could mostly do it themselves, and they could turn to any of the teachers on the staff.  By the end of the year, my intervention was very limited.   While it is still desired that the teachers speak to students about their schedules as part of their ongoing rapport, it was a job which became less onerous over time.
● Personalization of Projects:  In order to achieve the maximum benefit from their learning, students are supposed to apply their newly acquired skills and knowledge to the completion of a project at the end of a unit, whether in the context of class or their independent study.    For some, the final product helps them to define the goals of their learning during the process.  The more sophisticated learners, though, see the process of learning as the goal and the final product as a means to achieve something more, such as the fluency that comes with review, development of a new idea based on their understanding of the material or a personal expression of connection to the texts.  When advising a student about a final project, it is important to have a sense of what function the project serves for that student.  
Although a class by definition is intended to serve the needs of multiple students simultaneously, as with differentiated preparation assignments, it is unnecessary for all students in a given class to engage in an identical culminating project.  Here too, personalization is both desirable and possible.  In a review assignment required of the students of my class in Shmuel I, the goals, knowing the text and being able to apply the ideas, were clearly defined as part of the assignment.  However, the tasks were varied such that there was plenty of room for individual expression and in fact, almost every option was explored by someone.  In a class about Yosef (Bereishit 37-50), I encouraged a student who is an unusually talented artist to find her own voice by rendering Rashi’s and Rashbam’s conflicting interpretations of the same psukim.  Although it wasn’t originally “on the list” of review activities, I realized that for this student, artwork could be an effective means of engaging her and helping her to forge a greater connection to what she was studying.  In order to help students achieve these various goals though their learning, the teachers in the beit midrash need to know their students well and engage them in conversation regularly.  When the teacher’s help is sought, she ought to have a sense of what the student enjoys, what her abilities are and, at the time that she’s trying to help, how much emotional and mental energy the student has at that point in the year.
Additional consideration needs to be given to defining the final project in the context of havruta or independent learning.  Sometimes the project is clearly defined at the outset, which can serve to keep students focused and on task.  However, I found that many of the best projects were defined together with the students after they had begun to learn about the text or subject they were exploring.  This makes sense because pre-defined projects are products of the teacher’s knowledge and understanding whereas student defined projects emerge from the student’s own questions and processing in her exploration and discovery of something new.  The risk that the learning will be less directed needs to be measured against the individual students’ abilities – some will thrive better with more predetermined structure while others would be unnecessarily limited by it.  It is obvious that flexibility is crucial in the latter case.  However, even when the direction has been defined at the outset, there is a significant chance that the pace of the learning, the comprehension and the interest in the stated goal will be different than originally conceived, and therefore both the student and teacher must be open to the possibility of change midstream.  Here, too, the better the teachers know the students, the better we are able to help them direct and define final products which can bring out the best in them. 
Note:  A certain tension exists between the rigorous demands of an educational institution and the uniquely individual paths which lead towards religious growth. The former is certainly important in facilitating the latter, but not in every case.  Some students who took time to read interesting books or learn parashat ha-shavua did so without intent to submit written projects.  Although I feel that learning which is processed by the learner in a formal way is usually more substantial, some of the students involved in these tasks benefited from the fact that some portion of their learning was entirely and even intimately theirs.  Their desire for this experience is important for their development as young women committed to talmud Torah as a life pursuit.  To date, we have found that when it is desirable we can afford the flexibility to allow, and even encourage, such learning activities.
● Anecdotals:  Although anecdotal evaluations were becoming popular in the United States before I made aliyah, they are not yet part of the common vernacular among the Israeli schools and teachers with whom I have had contact.  Thus, the writing of anecdotal reports about students in lieu of, or in addition to, report cards has been a major effort which not only requires knowledge of the students and time to write, but teacher training as well.
The benefits of anecdotal reports have been amply documented in general literature.  My experience with them has been that they give the students an opportunity to be seen as fully as possible, without any need to resort to pigeon-holing them into convenient labels and boxes.  This benefits both the students and the teachers – the teachers need to really think about each student in ways that defy categories and this thinking helps them understand each individual’s learning style and progress, identify her strengths and weaknesses, and consider what might be done next.  Creative solutions are explored to help the student achieve better results in all areas which relate to our environment – that is, educationally, socially, religiously, etc.  
As the teachers become proficient at noticing the nuances of their students’ learning processes, they will be able to help the students reflect on their growth in more precise ways.   In turn, the students will hopefully become more self-aware learners who value their teachers as guides in their personal educational journeys.  If so, the students will find ideas in these reports upon which to reflect about their unique styles of learning and living and theoretical, as well as practical suggestions to be implemented in their schedules.
The anecdotal reports have two components.  One is an assessment of the students’ general participation in the beit midrash.  This includes, but is not limited to, general trends in their learning styles, their contributions and initiatives, and their attitudes towards avodat Hashem, shmirat mitzvot and their fellow students.  The second component evaluates specific work done in the context of classes and havrutot and includes grades.  Having written these reports twice, at mid-year and year-end, it seems to my staff and me that the second set of reports was fuller, reflecting that we had come to know the students better and had shared more experiences with them.  

Notes about the coming year:  Maintaining the greatest degree of personal attention possible in the context of the beit midrash is as crucial as it is demanding.  The anecdotal reports are one of the ways we insure that each and every student is thought about and addressed.  The experience of writing these reports, though, is difficult, and was made more so by the fact that it was an entirely new experience for the teachers.   In the coming year I hope to work with my staff on expanding and enriching the blurbs about their classes and havrutot such that they offer a richer picture of the student’s development.  Acquiring this new skill ought to be satisfying to the staff.  In addition, an improved ability to follow students ought to make them stronger partners in the building of the beit midrash. We are also contemplating changes to the first section of the assessments, about their general participation in the beit midrash, which currently includes for many of the students special praise and thanks for their various contributions.  The personal thanks, which sometimes ought not be part of a student’s official record anyway because of its personal nature, may be supplanted by a personal letter from the Rosh Beit Midrash.   This may allow for a more scaleable approach to the individual attention given to the students as we move forward with a greatly expanded student body. 
● Tests and Grades:  The individualized curriculum in the beit midrash necessitated a different approach to number grades and the vehicles that facilitate them, tests, and quizzes.  Grades are sometimes important in order to communicate to students exactly what we intend when we say, “You’re not putting in your best effort,” or when we tell them, “Even though you sense that you’re struggling, your work is terrific!”  We therefore use number grades to help clearly communicate these messages; an associated 65 in the former case and 98 in the latter make the communication clear.  These grades appear on students’ anecdotal reports.
Grades are based on student work such as classical tests, expository and creative writing assignments and quizzes. The goal of these assignments is to help the students evaluate whether or not they have achieved the desired academic goal such as mastery over a subject matter or proficiency in a new skill.  If not, they should continue to work at it until they do.   In other words, if a student wrote a paper with flaws, it should be reworked; if a bekiut exam was taken and the results weren’t sufficient, the student should take another.  This differs from conventional exams where students are usually measured against their peers (or evaluated based on the effort they put into a narrow period of time preparing for the exam).  In this way, tests and assignments are tools which the beit midrash employs in order to further its goals of valuing the pursuit of Torah. 
The manner in which I distributed quizzes this year illustrates this idea.  I would place a bunch of quizzes in a folder in the beit midrash, often with the answers filled in on the last sheet.  Students were supposed to take the quizzes on their own time, check them (if I had put the answers in the folder) and give them to me.  As far as I was concerned, the most important part of the process was the student’s answer to the last question on the quiz – “Do you feel mastery over the material?”  When I required of students that they hand in to me three out of five quizzes as part of their review of Shmuel, I was beyond thrilled when a student told me that she had done all five because, “after the first two I still didn’t know the material – I needed to review some more.”  Despite the fact that this method severely reduces the objective nature of testing, it is my hope that this type of system will increase our students’ desire for and respect of Torah knowledge and ultimately serve them well in acquiring that knowledge in ways that advance both their spiritual and intellectual growth.

One of the ramifications of this system is that many of the grades given are either 100 or incomplete.  When the grade is 100, this reflects that the student put in her best effort, perhaps multiple times over, in order to achieve mastery over a subject matter, excellence in a paper, or proficiency in a skill.  This past year, we chose to not give grades when a student’s work was grossly incomplete.  Our experience this past year was that students have completed work on projects even after they received grades and/or assessments, implying that at least for some, the beit midrash is an environment about learning and not about grades.  However, we are still considering whether the assessments’ indication that work was incomplete accomplishes the goal of encouraging appropriate work or alternatively, unnecessary laziness.
● Mentoring:   At the beginning of the year, each student was assigned a teacher in the beit midrash to be her mentor, someone who would follow her development over the course of the year.  Given the stated goals described above with regard to getting to know the students well in order to facilitate their growth, mentorship seemed like a crucial tool.  However, a number of obstacles became apparent which stood in the way of formal implementation of this element of the beit midrash.  One problem was that mentorship was to take place during the time that teachers were in the beit midrash but not teaching.  This was difficult for students and teachers alike – students who had set up havrutot did not want to be disturbed during this time, and teachers’ attention was often drawn by those who needed help with preparation, especially if the students wanted help with that teacher’s assignment, even if there was another shoelet u-meshivah in the beit midrash at the time.  In addition, because we had set up a quarter system and student schedules kept changing every quarter, teachers found it hard to follow students over the course of the whole year if they were counting on the students to always be in the beit midrash at a specific time when she was available.
Although the formal mentorship program wasn’t realized as planned, informal mentoring was a natural part of the program.   The teachers were constantly involved in conversations with students about preparation and projects, in addition to other issues which would arise, and because the number of students was limited in the first year, most received adequate attention, while those who sought it received even more.  The teachers knowingly tried to make the most of these interactions and then shared their impressions with one another on a regular basis, providing a different approach to the personal attention we were trying to give each student.  With the program growing, and our desire to reach the greatest number of students, we doubt that the informal approach can continue to be effective, and we therefore are planning to insure that mentorship is more formally built in.  
In the coming year, we will first assign students to their Gemara and Mishnah teachers (for mentors) because those classes are full year courses and the teachers will therefore see those students regularly all year long.  We will then decide who can be properly followed by Tanakh teachers, whose class configurations change every trimester.  All teachers will follow the students in their classes as relates to that class (as is de riguer), and all students engaged in independent work will be assigned a teacher to follow their progress.  While the reports of those teachers will be focused on specific areas of study, the mentor will be charged with the task of following the general welfare of each student.  
● Formal Conferences With Teachers:   Despite the fact that the mentorship program wasn’t fully in place, random conferencing with the students occurred all throughout the year, as stated above.  We hope to add in the coming year additional conferences with the students either preceding or following the receipt of their anecdotal reports.  Our rapport with the students is of utmost importance and critical to our success – if they are to become self-aware and reflective learners we need to take the time to teach them those skills.  This was not done this past year, but with a larger group will likely be even more necessary.
Parent-teacher conferences at Noga are arranged such that the mehanekhet spends the most time with the parents while other teachers are seen briefly, usually on an as-needed basis.  The beit midrash staff and I were gratified by the number of parents who came to us both to thank us and to ask real questions about their daughters.  When possible, the three staff members sat together with a parent to discuss her/his daughter as a team.  I instructed my staff to be listeners – to ask the parents about their daughters, what they do at home, what they most enjoy, what motivates them, and other relevant questions.  These questions both provided us with information and began a shared basis upon which we could continue to build relationships with the parent for the sake of helping the daughter.  We hope to increase the number of parents with whom we have such rapport this year.

Coordinating Special Events
The beit midrash is committed to creating a culture of ahavat Torah both in limud and ma’aseh.  To that ends, special activities appropriate to the development of the group are critical.  Before the beginning of the year, my staff and I had chosen to run a number of events – a few yimei iyun, a seder erev at a midrashah, a Shabbaton, baking matzot.  It was hard to establish firm dates for the events because they had to be compatible with the schedule of the school. Despite limited forward planning, our events were meaningful, memorable, varied, interesting, and fun. My description of our matzah baking activity captures some of the purpose and excitement behind the events we run.
“Simhah gedolah lehiot be-mitzvah" –  it is a great joy to be engaged in mitzvah, well describes the experience shared by the students and faculty of Beit Midrash Lehava baking matzot mitzvah in anticipation of the upcoming hag of our redemption.  Prior to our trip, we studied together the importance of the statement, “u-shmartem et ha-matzot” as it relates to the matzot eaten the first night of Pesach.  We are required to “watch the matzot” specially, not only to prevent them from becoming hametz, but to additionally intend to bake the matzot lishmah – for the purpose of fulfilling the mitzvah of eating matzah.  We saw that the Mishnah Berurah noted that many respected and illustrious talmidei hakhamim were personally, physically involved in the baking of their own matzot, and this involvement was seen as a way of beautifying the mitzvah.  The girls had questions:  “Will we eat our matzot?   Will they taste good?  Will they be kosher for Pesach?” “Yes, yes and yes! Wait and see…”
After davening in Beit Knesset Feigenson in Nofei Aviv, Beit Shemesh, the community rav, Rav Schenkolevski gave a shiur focused on the practical halakhic issues of matzah baking.  His excitement about this mitzvah was palpable, and increased the excitement we felt about the work ahead.  We put on aprons, measured flour and water, and began to knead, roll, finish and bake matzot, under the supervision of the rav.  “Le-shem matzat mitzvah, le-shem matzat mitzvah” began to be heard in the room.  And the the words became a song, “le-shem matzat mitzvah” in one tune, then another.  We kneaded, prepared, and baked and sang “le-shem matzat mitzvah” for two hours – and all the while new matzot were coming hot out of the oven.  The joy of preparing for a mitzvah.
We separated hallah according to halakhah after the baking was all complete. The rav checked each and every matzah so that none which may have been hametz would be used.  We counted the matzot and were able to give each person three matzot.  Three matzot which weren’t exactly circular, which weren’t particularly large, but they were ours, baked with our joy.  The girls handled their matzot with care in order that they stay whole.  It was clear to all that these matzot were kosher le-mehadrin, and that they were planning to eat them the first night of Pesach.  And how did they taste?  One student said to me, “No one in my family liked them – but I thought they were good, after all, they were mine!”  Can there be greater joy than this?
Going into the second year, special events will be on the calendar and somewhat planned before the start of the year.  Having experienced the first year, I have a better sense of the budget I have in order to fund special events which has ramifications for how many events we can plan.  Also, although I suspect that each year will have its own cycle of peaks and valleys, I have a better sense about when in the year a Shabbaton would be beneficial and when we might schedule mishmarim, if we choose to add that to our repertoire.  

As the administrator of the program, it was my responsibility to handle the majority of the logistics involved in the planning and execution of these events.  In the coming year, there will be more staff and students willing to help.  I still expect the direction of programming to reflect the things I want to encourage, but I have every reason to believe that my capable staff can work out educational components and logistics and that willing students can also make numerous contributions, especially technical ones, in this regard.

As Rosh Beit Midrash, I was also responsible for activities related to hashgahah ruhanit, the medium through which I worked to build the atmosphere in the beit midrash.  One of the activities in which I invested time and energy was tefillah.  This past year, the beit midrash had the first hours of the morning once a week, which gave us the opportunity to daven together.  I began each tefillah by asking the girls to say birkhot ha-Torah after which I presented a short idea about tefillah, initially with a particular emphasis on kavanah.  This was followed by a minute of silence, after which I began shaharit from birkot ha-shahar.  I asked the students over the course of the year if any of them wanted to be hazanit, but they seemed to have identified that role with me and my place in the beit midrash.  

I also gave a small number of shiurim klali'im.  The first was about kavod beit midrash – and it was in response to my staff’s and my sense that there were things going on which we wanted to limit or eliminate.  Shiur klali served a different purpose before our matzah baking event – the intent was to give the students the beginning of a sense of what they were about to experience.  Before Pesach I again gave a shiur klali to encourage the counting of sefirat ha-omer.  It seemed that this forum made an impression on the students each time – whether through their renewed seriousness about the beit midrash as a makom Torah or their commitment to counting sefirat ha-omer and finishing with a brakhah.  Although I could have used this forum more frequently, I suspect that limiting its use increases its impact when it is used.
Staff Building

Training the Lehava staff has already been mentioned above in a number of contexts such as defining preparation and ideas for final projects, following students and supporting their growth, writing anecdotal reports, and building rapport with the parents.  Building a staff though is a significantly broader task than teaching ideas or methods.  Inducting the faculty into the culture of the place, empowering them as much as possible, and creating an environment in which they feel comfortable thinking and initiating are critical to continued success.  In addition, a friendly, beyond-business relationship can help the staff work together even better and more happily.  Because two of my three teachers are not returning (in order to pursue their own beit midrash experience at Matan), and four new staff members are joining, I will be starting this process again this year.

● Meetings:  There was one 45 minute meeting scheduled weekly – it was the only time during the week when all 3 of the core staff members were together.  This was never enough time for us to sink our teeth into important issues – rather, it allowed us time to share some of our experiences with one another, mostly about interactions with students.  A number of times over the course of the year we made time for longer, 3 hour meetings which were more productive.  This year I hope to increase the frequency of the longer meetings.  Although additional meetings can frustrate teachers who see them as an infringement on their free time, if the longer meetings are productive then hopefully the teachers will feel positive about making and taking time for them.
● Motherhood and Staff:  As a beit midrash dedicated to teaching girls, the presence of women who learn and teach is of critical importance.  I am privileged to have a staff of women who are mothers to young children and am concerned about asking too much from them, both as a result of the emotional toll as well as the fact that I obviously respect and believe in good motherhood. To that end, I try to work with individual staff members in order to figure out how to reduce pressures which overwhelm them or overextend their abilities.  It seems to me that my teachers feel supported, and that they have responded with their willingness to put in extra time or work out an arrangement for a sick child in order to get to their classes.  Occasionally, I find myself alleviating their work load at the expense of my own family which sabotages my own goal of achieving an acceptable balance between work and motherhood and of setting a good example. In the coming year, my hope is that relieving overbearing pressures will be easier because (a) I have more staff members working in the beit midrash who can help each other, and (b) I have enough administrative hours to be able to cover for someone who needs help.
Note:  One of the errors made going into the first year was that I didn’t allocate administrative hours to myself.  We now recognize that the additional demands of this program are significant and that administrative hours must be built in to the budget and scheduling of the beit midrash.
Planning for the Future
Plans for expanding the beit midrash program into the future required various types of investments of time over the course of the year.

● Publicity – Introducing Ourselves to the Community:  There were a number of general school activities which gave Beit Midrash Lehava a forum for presenting its ideology and methods.  These events included evenings at which the parents were present and in-school activities for all the students of the ulpanah.  Our ability to showcase what we were doing was important in order to canvas support for the program.  However, I was cautious about publicity – showcasing can be dangerous, particularly if the focus is the presentation rather than the process.  Around Hanukah, there was a school-wide evening program at which students were to present ideas from a variety of disciplines through creative media.  I resisted the pressure to have Lehava participate because I felt that the forum wouldn’t capture what the students were experiencing and Lehava might be misunderstood.
At the close of the year, we held an erev siyum celebrating the successful completion of the first year of the program and the publishing of our first journal of student work, HaTene, to which we invited the general community.  The year-end program, which offered participants the choice of attending a number of shiurim given by students, captured the spirit of the program by showcasing the students’ confidence about and enjoyment of the Torah they had learned.  The shiurim were based on work that the students had done over the course of the year, and it was apparent from their abilities to stand in front of a crowd without a precisely worded text that they knew their material well beyond what they were saying, and felt connected to it.  This event was not staged, and in that sense was a real reflection of what the program offers.  

As we move into the future, I hope to bring shiurim of general interest to the community to the beit midrash and open our library to teachers and others seeking resources in limudei kodesh.  It is my hope that the beit midrash program can both support and enhance Torah learning in our community as well as be supported and enhanced by it.  
● Publicity – An Interesting Place for Educators:  Over the course of the year, my staff, students and I spoke to a number of educators from outside institutions about our beit midrash.  Although it is unclear to me what affect these forums have had, the program concept has been well-received and has achieved name recognition in Misrad ha-Hinukh and various other settings.  I hope that support in the long term will take the form of recognition and implementation of programs similar to this in other institutions.  ATID shares this hope and is working towards its fulfillment.  It is worthy to note that an ancillary benefit of these meetings is the pride they generate in the staff and students who happily agreed on a number of occasions to speak about the program.

● Recruitment – Staff:  The work of recruiting new staff is a critical job, for the beit midrash reflects and depends on the quality of the people within it.  I am gratified and give credit to other staff members who helped me locate people appropriate to interview and hire.  The staff that has come together for the coming year is talented, committed and understands and identifies with the vision.
● Recruitment – Students:  Acceptance to the program was opened to all, but getting a minimum number of students signed up for the program in the first year took individual meetings, phone calls, and occasionally house calls.  The students I recruited were not all top of their classes in grades, but almost all showed potential for being interested in learning in a different environment, for educational reasons and/or as a means for engaging in a religious activity.  We were blessed in our first year to have a group of student pioneers, fifteen 10th graders and thirteen 9th graders, open to working together with us to establish the beit midrash.  Over the course of the year, five additional 9th graders joined the program, bringing us to a total of 33 students.
Although Beit Midrash Lehava has been in place for a year, and the students involved are proud to be there, the program is still not fully understood by those not participating in it.  Thus, it has been necessary to recruit students again this year, though it has been admittedly easier – the interest is there but there are questions which need to be answered and fears which need to be allayed.  (Questions like, “Are there classes in Lehava or do you learn alone all the time?” and fears such as, “Will I be adequately prepared for my bagruyot if I join Lehava?”)  The total number of students who plan on participating in the beit midrash in the coming year has increased to 64; there will be sixteen 11th graders (one student moved and two joined), twenty-two 10th graders (one moved, two left and seven joined) and twenty-six 9th graders.
● Expanding the Beit Midrash:  A number of references have been made above to plans for expansion and growth, and thinking through how to do so with grace has been one of the exciting results of a successful year.  As mentioned above, already over the course of this year, the beit midrash experienced expansion - five students joined the program later in the year and a mini-Lehava program for 7th and 8th graders was put in place for second semester. One of the most gratifying aspects of the mini-lehava program is that it came about as a result of the initiative of interested younger students.
Growth for the next couple of years will reflect the natural growth of the school – this past year, the school included 7th through 10th grades and the beit midrash was available to 9th and 10th graders.  In the coming year, the beit midrash will include 9th-11th graders. One of the decisions made, with input from the current beit midrash students, is that ninth graders will have Tanakh themselves while 10th-11th grade Tanakh will be its own unit.  Torah she-ba'al Peh classes will overlap in order to facilitate the greatest range of choice in this area where homogeneous groupings are particularly beneficial.  In other words, only the advanced students are capable of taking the advanced Gemara class, but that choice ought to be available to ninth graders at that level.  The independent Tanakh time, though, will allow the two groups – consisting of students already initiated into the beit midrash and those at the beginning of that process – to each have their own space.
A larger staff has been assembled to support the growth of the program.  In addition, administrative hours have been included in the schedule and budget.  The resulting larger budget required for the program is significant, though it seems that if growth is sustained such that 30 students per grade level join, the program will be fiscally responsible and sustainable.
End Notes

The descriptions above were meant to present the overall educational approach to limudei kodesh within Beit Midrash Lehava.  In this attempt to be descriptive, I may have reduced the sense of exuberance that the students, staff and I – and others – feel about the program.  Although there is always room for growth and improvement, there is a sense that a truly unique environment has been established, that the accomplishments in the first year have exceeded expectations, and that those associated with it are enthusiastic, committed, excited, and appreciative.  That sense has been communicated through some written means, but much of the testimony to the power of the program has been oral or behavioral.  In other words, students have changed and they, their parents or their teachers attribute it to Lehava. 
The students’ genuine excitement about the program has ripple effects.  For example, an experimental humanities program is to begin this year at Noga which incorporates some of the elements of the beit midrash structure.  Although the focus of the beit midrash is religious education and growth, there are elements here which are relevant to general education and can be capitalized upon.
Perhaps the most satisfying conclusion of the first and experimental year is the sense that a culture of limud Torah for young women is being established.  I hope that this really does represent a beginning of new opportunities for our collective daughters, opportunities which will eventually include more hours of limudei kodesh in girls’ schools, communal support and respect for girls’ pursuit of talmud Torah and ultimately, families and communities with greater passion, love and commitment to avodat Hashem.  
וִיהִי נֹעַם ה' אֱלֹקֵינוּ עָלֵינוּ וּמַעֲשֵׂה יָדֵינוּ כּוֹנְנָה עָלֵינוּ וּמַעֲשֵׂה יָדֵינוּ כּוֹנְנֵהוּ:
 
My words to my students, as they appear in the beginning of HaTene, capture the spirit of excitement I feel as my staff, students and I embark together on this exciting journey.

To my dearest students –

We are just after hag matan Torateinu, after the first year of Beit Midrash Lehava, after an experience of building together with joy.  I am bursting with stories – stories about you, my students.  Do you remember building your schedules for the first quarter – and the excitement of the beginning of something new?  As per your request, we added a shiur in Mishnah – but one of you claimed that Mishnah could be learned independently, something which would require investment and time, would proceed at the pace appropriate to the individual, but didn’t require a teacher.  And so we were privileged, b”h, to share in the smahot of siyumim, hers and then yours in her wake, in masekhtot of Mishnah over the course of the year.

From the start of the year, almost every day, I had a story to tell about your desire and will to learn Torah. The optional classes with high participation.  The girls who met over Pesach, or put in extra hours despite a grueling test schedule, in order to finish a unit be-havruta.  The girls who began work at the beginning of the year and were insistent about finishing it before the end of the year, despite the fact that its beginnings seemed so remote.  And when one of you told me, “I didn’t understand enough about this class which I took in the first quarter, I’d like to repeat it in the second quarter,” I wanted to be kind in my response, “It’s not required, particularly if it will bore or frustrate you.”  But she responded simply, with seriousness, “But it’s Torah – and I must understand it.”

Our shared experiences also contributed to the reservoir of stories. At the yom iyun before Hanukah which addressed the issue of Torah u-Mada – you were so wrapped up in your thoughts about the subject that you didn’t want to leave at the end of the shiur.  (And it was Thursday, and I still see the worry on the faces of the two of you who were concerned that you wouldn’t have a chance to review parashat ha-shavua thoroughly).  Seder erev at Migdal Oz – you asked at midnight, “What can we learn?” “Hoshea?” And with excitement we studied the surprising and the new, together.  Glorious sleep that Shabbat was put on hold in favor of song and praise to HaKadosh Barukh Hu, Torah, tefillah, and your help in every aspect.  The joy of the mitzvah of matzah baking – your tune to “le-shem matzat mitzvah” is still ringing in my ears.  And in a phone conversation erev Shavuot, I was privileged that one of you told me that she had counted all of sefirat ha-omer with a brakhah, a new accomplishment for her.

And there are many more stories, quiet stories of personal conversations – about various halakhic issues,  the size of an average home according to the mishnayot in Bava Batra, tefillat minhah, the books you read, the purpose of the Jewish people, daf yomi, progress, dreams – mine and yours.  The sense of partnership grew and developed – thinking about next year, the concern about preserving the atmosphere, the willingness to be interviewed and speak to various people and groups, your help in putting out this journal.

I am blessed with you, I thank you for putting your confidence in me, I am so fortunate that you are my students –

With much appreciation and love –

Miriam
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