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Project Description
This work describes a vision of educating students of the Modern Orthodox school system to be equipped with a strong and broad knowledge base of basic information about Judaism and Jewish topics.  As viewed by teachers in the post-high school seminaries in Israel, graduates of the Modern Orthodox high schools exhibit a lack of basic Jewish knowledge that is assumed they would learn in high school.  The aim of this project is to determine areas of weakness in basic knowledge of Jewish topics, among graduates of Modern Orthodox high schools in America.  This paper suggests the parameters of a framework of basic Jewish knowledge that can be used to determine where (in what areas) and why this knowledge is often found lacking, and proposes a solution to fill in the void.

Abstract

This work describes a vision of educating students of the Modern Orthodox school system to be equipped with a strong and broad knowledge base of basic information about Judaism and Jewish topics.  As viewed by teachers in the post-high school seminaries in Israel, graduates of the Modern Orthodox high schools exhibit a lack of basic Jewish knowledge that is assumed they would learn in high school.  The aim of this project is to determine areas of weakness in basic knowledge of Jewish topics, among graduates of Modern Orthodox high schools in America.  This paper attempts to determine where (in what areas) and why this knowledge is often found lacking, and to propose a solution to fill in the void.

It has been observed that even among those recently graduated from Modern Orthodox high schools, those who have been through greater than twelve years of day school education, yeda clali does not seem to be part of their knowledge base.  The yeda clali discussed here consists of basic facts and information about Judaism.  It includes the building blocks that future learning is based upon, and the skills needed to continue learning. To give a more defined picture of what is intended by yeda clali of Jewish topics, included in the paper is an outline of topics and examples demonstrating what might fit in to those topics.     

 Some of this information may actually be taught as part of the elementary or high school curriculum.  Unfortunately, the students do not retain a good part of it.  When one stops to think about how much information one does recall (much of it unimportant) it becomes apparent how little of it consists of basic knowledge about Judaism.  Yeda clali must not only be taught, it must also be made relevant to the life of the student.  In this way, the student will learn the information and internalize it and the material will be better retained.  

A question is raised concerning the necessity to know basic Jewish facts and chronology, or personalities in Jewish history.  Perhaps it is sufficient, and even preferable, to equip students with bottom-line, practical halakha.  There are actually a number of advantages to having a knowledge base of yeda clali.  It is not merely for the sake of knowing, as an intellectual pursuit.  Increased knowledge of Torah and Judaism also affects the consciousness of the knower.  The broad knowledge base will give him an appreciation of where he stands in the greater span of Jewish history as well as the foundation to enable him to further his knowledge and awareness.  It will enable him to think and to speak about these topics and will, hopefully affect his actions, as well. 

Interviews of educators at post-high school seminaries in Israel were conducted to more precisely determine specific areas of basic Jewish knowledge that Modern Orthodox high school graduates don't know.  The post-high school seminaries are a gathering point for a high percentage of graduates from various Modern Orthodox high schools in America.  Teachers in these institutions are most aware of the information and skills, which with their students are not equipped.  The purpose of these interviews was to find out from those 'in the field' what, if anything, is lacking from the high school education of their students.

Educators from six different seminaries were approached.  They concluded that students are arriving at the post-high school programs without a lot of basic, background information that it is assumed they would have.  There was a general consensus among the teachers regarding the subject areas found to be the most problematic, and these areas are described in detail in the paper.  The comments of the educators surveyed revealed that the deficit lies not only in the actual information that is missing from the knowledge base.  There is also a lack of learning skills and training in critical analysis, as well as a problem in the general attitude towards learning.  Differences in preparedness were noted among students from different schools, but overall the Beit-Yaakov schools seem to successfully instill their students with both, a lot of Jewish knowledge, as well as love of Torah.  The common feeling amongst the educators interviewed is that the Modern Orthodox high schools do not sufficiently promote a positive attitude towards Torah learning, and do not stress to the students the importance of remembering the yeda clali that they are taught.   

Following the analysis of the interviews, there is a description of factors contributing to this situation.  (1) There is a lack of time.  The high school administration and curriculum planners have a lot that they would like to accomplish in a limited amount of school years.  (2) The high school teachers have not necessarily set out to teach skills and a knowledge base.  The agenda is often only the assigned curriculum.  (3) The basic Jewish knowledge is being ineffectively transmitted to the students, and it is, therefore, not being retained.  . 

The author then discusses the issue of vision as it relates to the inclusion of yeda clali in the high school curriculum.  The following questions are posed: Do the schools each have a vision?  Does it include imparting basic Jewish knowledge to the student?  Do they periodically re-evaluate to determine if they are successfully achieving the vision?  The assessment of the post-high school teachers revealed in the interviews indicates that the concept of yeda clali of Jewish topics has not been included in the vision of the schools.  In the case where it is included in the vision, it is not being successfully achieved.  Because of this many graduates of the schools are not well equipped in basic Jewish knowledge. 

Included in this work is a proposal consisting of an adaptation of the current high school curriculum to include yeda clali.  The four general rules underlying the proposal are : (1) that information be taught in an interesting manner; (2) that it must be taught in its proper context; (3) that it should be repeated and reviewed, both in class and on exams and; (4) that its importance and relevance must be stressed.  Using these guidelines it will be possible to include in the existing high school curriculum much of the basic Jewish knowledge that should be taught.  In this way, the material is taught in context and incorporated into existing subjects, and it becomes more relevant to the student.  The relevance of the information increases the likelihood of the student remembering and internalizing the material.  After a number of repetitions the student will remember the material and it will become incorporated into his knowledge base.

Potential obstacles in implementing the vision are also discussed.  The main obstacle is the attitude of the high school. Only if the schools are willing to assess what they have achieved and honestly evaluate what is still yet to accomplish, can they successfully implement a vision of education.  Most schools are reluctant to evaluate the current success rate in obtaining their educational goals, if they have set these goals at all.  Furthermore, they are unwilling to adapt the existing curriculum when change is recommended.  The teaching staff must be willing to change methods of thinking and teaching to adapt their respective syllabi to include 'yeda clali' data into class material.  Needless to say, the teachers themselves must be adequately knowledgeable in these areas.  

Another factor working against successful implementation of a vision such as this is human nature – people tend to forget.  Often, even with excellent teaching methods and interesting material students will forget what they have been taught. 

Suggested areas of follow-up, including discussions with students, and high school teachers to determine their opinion of the situation, are also mentioned in the paper.  

The study concludes with a discussion of the underlying cause of the lack of yeda clali and how it is actually a symptom of a problem facing Modern Orthodoxy at large. The reason that the students do not know and retain this information, and that it is not necessarily a priority agenda for the schools, is because its importance and impact on daily life is not realized. 


It was reported that graduates from Beit Yaakov schools have learned and retained significantly more yeda clali of Jewish topics than their Modern Orthodox counterparts. In the Beit Yaakov school system there exists an atmosphere of ahavat Torah that does not seem to be present in the Modern Orthodox schools.  The basic Jewish facts are part of the knowledge base of the students, the language they speak and the way they behave.   


The pivotal item that needs to be addressed is how to transfer this positive attitude towards Torah and Judaism into the Modern Orthodox community.  The most important step towards increased yeda clali of Jewish topics among the Modern Orthodox would be to decrease the apathy and cynicism in the community and to increase excitement and love for Torah.  With this change in attitude, students will want to remember these facts.  They will find relevance in what they learn as it relates to everyday activities and thoughts.

Introduction


My original intention for this project was to write an outline of basic Jewish knowledge for the 'uneducated Jew'.  The plan was to develop a framework of the basics in the many areas of Judaism, to be used as background material.  This information could then be used to continue learning about Judaism on a deeper level.  As I set out to work on this project, preparing material for those who had not received a Jewish education, I began thinking about my own education.  I realized, that even though I had been through the Modern Orthodox educational system there was a lot of basic information about Judaism that I was not familiar with; either I had never learned it, or it had been taught and subsequently forgotten.  


I realized that it was not just my own education that was lacking in effective teaching of basic Jewish knowledge, but that it is a common problem affecting the Modern Orthodox community.   I was disturbed by the fact that after completing an extensive course of Jewish education, students are left essentially ignorant about many areas of Jewish knowledge.  


I next thought to create a list of basic Jewish knowledge – what it is that should be taught that graduates of  Modern Orthodox high schools do not know.  I planned to organize this into topics and create a curriculum to teach this information within the context of existing subjects.  I soon realized that developing a curriculum of this information is a huge undertaking and needs to be individualized to each community and school, as opinions will differ regarding what to include.  


What this project evolved into was the background work for the curriculum just described.  The information gleaned for this work can be used by the schools to adapt the current program to address the problem described.  I set out to determine exactly what the problem is regarding the lack of basic Jewish knowledge: in what areas does it manifest itself; why is it happening; can anything be done to prevent and correct it?  

Even upon setting out to accomplish this I realized that the lack of knowledge is not an isolated problem and is only a symptom of a larger issue affecting the Modern Orthodox community.  I discuss this in the conclusion of the paper.  This work deals with the first step in dealing with the issue – identifying the problem and focussing it to a specific area, i.e., the Modern Orthodox high school graduate as viewed by post-high school educators in Israel.  This work can and should be expanded upon, both in the area of education, where I began, and in other areas where the problem effecting Modern Orthodoxy manifests itself.  

Educating for a Lifetime:

Basics of Jewish Knowledge in the

Modern Orthodox High School Curriculum
The aim of this project is to determine areas of weakness in general knowledge of Jewish topics among graduates of Modern Orthodox
 high schools in North America. As viewed by teachers in the post-high school seminaries in Israel, graduates of the Modern Orthodox high schools exhibit a lack of basic Jewish knowledge that is assumed they would  acquire in high school.  A proposal of how to effectively impart information for a knowledge base of topics in Judaism for high school students will be offered.  This work describes a vision of how to educate students in the Modern Orthodox school system, so that when they graduate they are equipped with a strong and broad knowledge base of basic information about Judaism and Jewish topics.  Additionally, this paper suggests a definition of the parameters of yeda clali, general Jewish knowledge, that can be used to determine where (in what areas) and why it is often found lacking, and proposes a solution to fill in the void.

Defining the Problem

It is, unfortunately, a common occurrence among religious Jews to find a dearth of knowledge of what can be considered basic information about Judaism.  Obviously, level of religious observance and the quality of the Jewish education received must be taken into account.  With the number of hours they spend on Jewish studies while they are in the Day School educational system, it could be assumed that students would be equipped with a fair amount of basic Jewish knowledge when they leave it. It has been observed, however, that even among students who have recently 

graduated from Modern Orthodox high schools, those who have been through at least twelve years of day school education, yeda clali of Jewish information does not seem to be part of their knowledge base.  

Some of this information may actually be taught as part of the elementary or high school curriculum.  Unfortunately, the students do not retain much of it.  It is true that the ability to retain and recall information is very individualized.  There are those who, whether innately or through training, are talented and skillful at remembering.  In the age of Palm Pilots, automatic redial and the Bar Ilan CD-ROM of Responsa, it seems superfluous to even attempt to train to increase memory skills.  The task of remembering can be left to the computer.  However, when one stops to think about how much information one actually does recall (much of it unimportant) it is distressing that more effort is not exerted to have larger amounts of that information consist of yeda clali about Judaism.


Yeda clali is an amorphous phrase and can be interpreted differently depending on the community and even on individual preference.  It can be expected that there will be differences of opinion about what areas of knowledge are more important to include and how much detail is recommended in each given area.   The same term may take on different meanings or connotations, depending on the community.  For the purposes of this paper, yeda clali consists of basic facts and information about Judaism.  It includes the building blocks that future learning is based upon, and the skills needed to continue learning.


The problem is not the student with a poor memory who does not retain what he has been taught.  Students, in fact, do retain a lot of information.  For example, most high school graduates know that a football field is one hundred yards long.  How many of those students can easily recall the dimensions of the mishkan?  Why shouldn't the dimensions of the mishkan be at least as relevant and worthy of remembering as the size of the football field?  The actual issue is the one of relevance.
  Yeda clali must not only be taught, it must also be made relevant to the life of the student.  It should become part of his "real world" and reinforced there, as is the case with other, basic information that is so pervasive in general society.  The hope is that the basic Jewish facts will be internalized and will come to positively affect his actions and thoughts.  If the internalization of information and reinforcement in the Orthodox society is not happening, then it is no wonder that the information, even if it is taught, is not being retained.
  


To give a more defined picture of what is meant by yeda clali, included in this paper is a basic outline of topics and some information that might fit in to those topics.
  It bears repeating that an actual breakdown of subject areas and information would have to meet the needs of the individual community before being incorporated into a school curriculum and put into practice.  

Necessity of Yeda Clali

The issue of what type of information to impart to students is often discussed among educators.  The question that often arises is how much time should be devoted to each subject area and to different styles of teaching and learning.  Many educators will stress the importance of providing the students with a broad span of knowledge.  They choose to teach a little bit about many topics and hope that the student will use 

that as a basis of learning, and supplement that knowledge on his own later in life.  Others choose to emphasize a deeper, higher level of analysis.  In these classes, less material may be covered, but what is taught is covered in depth.  Still other educators claim that there is an over-emphasis on the "knowledge" part of education and worship of the text.  They state that it is unnecessary to force an intellectual bias on all students, as not everyone has to "know" everything.  Those who have the drive and/or skill should become the "intellectuals"; other students only need to learn what is necessary to conform to a certain lifestyle and normative behavior.  The emphasis here would be on experiential learning and resulting behavior. 


The last statement being valid, there is still a strong argument for yeda clali and the importance of having a strong and broad knowledge base in Judaism.  A question may be raised concerning the necessity of knowing basic Jewish facts and chronology, or personalities in Jewish history.  Perhaps, as previously stated, an educational goal that would be sufficient, and even preferable, is one that would equip students with bottom-line, halakha l'maaseh.  What, if any, is the added value of being an "educated Jew" over merely a "frum Jew"?


There are a number of advantages to having a knowledge base of yeda clali.  First, there is the actual learning process of this body of information.  Learning about the key figures and major events throughout Jewish history gives a sense of perspective and an appreciation of the great span of Judaism.  It will help the student feel himself as part of a greater whole.  He will realize how all-encompassing Judaism is and how it touches all areas of life, and will help create a strong Jewish identity. 


Second, mastering yeda clali is a means of "planting seeds" for continued learning.  With a lot of basic information already in the student's database of Jewish knowledge, he has this to draw upon as he continues learning.  This will help to limit frustrations of not knowing the facts that are essentially background information, that are vital to understanding the new information.  This frustration is often what deters students from continuing to learn on their own.  The yeda clali acquired in elementary and high school will be a good basis that will allow the student to explore on a deeper level what he has already learned, as well as whet his appetite to continue learning, as he sees how much there is to know.


Related to this is the issue of associations.  The more a student knows, the more he can associate when learning or experiencing something else.  The more this happens, the more enriching his Jewish existence can become. He now knows more about the breadth of Jewish knowledge and how different areas interrelate with one another.  The broader the knowledge base that the student acquires, the more doors he opens for himself.  In this way, the student is equipped to delve deeper into different areas of scholarship and into different aspects of Judaism as well, including the spiritual, emotional and behavioral.  


Often, a broad knowledge base of yeda clali will influence the student's thoughts and topics of discussion, as well as his behavior.  Joseph Schwab writes that knowledge of a shared literature  contributes to the creation of a community of shared values.  The knowledge attained makes the student aware of a common past and shared roots.
  It makes him more educated as a Jew, and likewise, gives him a common language with other educated Jews.  As high schools invest more effort into successfully giving their students a strong basis in yeda clali, the number of people who now have a common language regarding their Judaism, common ideas to discuss 

and a common knowledge base from which to draw and make associations, will 

continue to grow, increasing and raising the quality of communication between them.  Assuming that these facts and ideas are internalized and induce a certain type of behavior, there will be a move towards a common lifestyle as well.
  The knowledge base of Jewish topics is actually an 'enabler'.  It provides an entrance point into the greater world of Judaism and an enriched Jewish existence.  


Another point to mention regarding yeda clali is that of ahavat Torah.  The knowledge is not for "knowledge's sake", but rather as an expression of love of Torah.  Because learning Torah and observing the mitzvot are so integral to leading an Orthodox Jewish existence, then, obviously, the goal is for the students to be well equipped to do this.  The more that is known about Torah and Judaism and the more of this information that one is able to recall, the greater the preparation for leading an enriched Jewish life.  It can be compared to the relationship between people who care deeply about one another.  Each tries to learn all that he/she can about the other and will make a point not to forget significant information: milestones, important events, and key players in the other's life.  So too with our relationship with Torah – because we care deeply about it, we want to know all about it and will consider important milestones and events contained in it as worthy of remembering.   


To sum up, having a knowledge base of yeda clali is not merely for the sake of knowing, as an intellectual pursuit.  Increased knowledge of Torah and Judaism affects the consciousness of the knower.  It gives him an appreciation of where he stands in the greater span of Jewish history and gives him the foundation to enable him to further his knowledge and awareness.  It enables him to think and speak about these topics because this is what will be there in the back of his mind.  Just as a song that is heard in the morning often stays with the person throughout the day, with the words and notes echoing in his mind even after the music has stopped playing, so too, the basic Jewish knowledge put into the mind of the student will stay with him and affect him long after he has left the school setting. 

Survey of Post-High School Seminary Teachers


While the importance of including yeda clali in the high school curriculum has been stated, in order to effectively implement this inclusion, research must be conducted to pinpoint specific areas of basic Jewish knowledge that Modern Orthodox high school graduates lack.  A suitable manner to glean this information is via a survey of teachers in the post-high school seminaries in Israel, which are gathering points for a high percentage of graduates from various Modern Orthodox high schools in America.  It is here that differences in preparedness of students can be distinguished.  Teachers in these institutions will be most aware of (and most frustrated with) the information and skills with which their students are not equipped.  


With this goal in mind I approached a number of teachers at various post-high school programs for girls in Israel.  The seminaries represented are considered institutions within the scope of Modern Orthodoxy.  They attract most of their students from a wide range of Modern Orthodox high schools in North America (and other countries that will not be addressed in this project), as well as a few others from schools more to the religious right or left.    The purpose of these discussions was to find out from those "in the field" what is lacking from the prior education of their students.

Teachers in these institutions prepare their classes based on certain assumptions about their students' level of knowledge.  The level of a post-high school class is assumedly higher than that of a high school class.  This is due, in part, to the fact that the students are older, more intellectually and socially mature, and in a different educational setting than in high school.  More importantly, it is due to the fact that certain basic information does not need to be covered because it is assumed that the students already know it.  Instead of spending class time on the basic building blocks of background information and skills, the class can be conducted on a higher level of analysis and critical thought.  This is where the problem of lack of knowledge comes to the fore.  Students are arriving at the post-high school programs without a lot of basic information that it is assumed they would have.  This, in turn, lowers the level of learning, as more class time must be dedicated to filling in this information.
 


Educators from six different seminaries were approached.
  The teachers were asked the following questions:

1.  Is there anything that you would expect your students to know after graduating from American Modern Orthodox high schools that they do not know?

2.  In what subject areas do you find this?

3.  Is this lack of knowledge found across the board, or are there different areas of strengths and weaknesses depending on the high school?

4.  In this regard, is there anything, positive or negative, that we can learn from certain high schools and apply it to other schools?

5.  Whatever this missing information is, do you feel the reason it is lacking is –


A.  that it was never taught to the students?


B.  that it was taught and subsequently forgotten?

6.  If A – Why was it never taught?  (e.g. not deemed important enough, not enough time to teach this also, high school teachers do not know the information themselves, etc.)

7.  If B - Do the students forget because the information was not taught well, because it was not ingrained that it is important to remember, because it is the nature of students to forget as soon as the exam is over, or for some other reason?

8.  Does this reality negatively affect your class and/or class preparation time in any way?

9. In your opinion, is it possible to successfully implement a change and improve the current situation?

10. What are possible solutions?


In general there was a consensus among the teachers regarding the subject areas found to be the most problematic.  Responses did vary, however, depending on the seminary, the feeder schools, the subject matter being taught, and, to a certain extent, the personal bias of the teacher.  From the comments of the educators surveyed it became clear that the deficit lies not only in the actual information that is missing from the knowledge base.  There is also a lack of learning skills and training in critical analysis, as well as a problem in the general attitude towards learning.  

Below is a breakdown of the data collected in the interviews, arranged according to general topic, with detailed points included within each topic.

I.  Tanakh
*  basic b'kiut
*  names of the Books and in general what they are about

*  who wrote the Books?

*  when events in the Book take place in relation to other Books?

*  global picture of the flow of events, especially in Nakh

*  general information about characters 

- e.g. who was 'good' or 'bad', general characteristics of Kingdoms of Israel and Judah, which prophet belongs with which kingdom, etc.

*  distinguishing between Tanakh text and midrash

II.  Torah She-Ba'al Peh

*  its function as part of our tradition

*  its structure

*  development of halakha as on ongoing chain


- When did it start?  Has it ended?  

*  important books in the chain of Torah She-Ba'al Peh
*  important characters in the development of Torah She-Ba'al Peh

- names of important Rishonim, which 'school' they belong to, why they are so 


important

*  basic chronology of the previously mentioned books and characters


- who lived in the same generation?


- did A have the literature of B at his disposal?

*  what are midrashim and from where do they originate?

*  what is a braita vs. tosefta vs. mishna  (and similar questions regarding often-confused terms)?

*  what are shutim?

III.  The Jewish Library
*  basic bibliography of important books
 

*  familiarity with the books and how to use them

*  where to find the books in the library 

*  who wrote these books and when  (not necessarily the dates, but in relation to other works)

*  how to use reference books

IV.  Halakha
*  some schools do not teach halakha at all

* some schools teach only practical, bottom-line halakha – students do not understand development of the halakha

V.  Jewish History
*  schematic, bird's-eye view

*  basic concept of the flow of Jewish History, basic timeline

- related to events in the texts – e.g. before or after destruction of the Temples or Shivat Tzion
- related to the development of Torah She-Ba'al Peh
*  placing important characters in the correct generation


- e.g. Rabbi Yehudah HaNassi vs. Rashi vs. Vilna Gaon

VI.  Hebrew Language
*  to increase ability to read and understand texts

*  translation may not give nuances of the text

*  the easier it is to read and understand, the more enjoyable the learning experience and the more likely the student is to continue learning

*  as part of the ongoing chain of Jewish history

- the Rishonim knew Hebrew

VII.  Jewish Philosophy
*  though not seen as the most essential information to be taught in high school,  students seem to have little or no background at all in this area

VIII.  Skills
*  how to analyze text and commentary

*  how to use reasoning and critical thinking

*  how to process information and not just spit back

*  reading skills (regarding texts)

*  how to be discerning regarding what is relevant information 

IX.  Attitude

*  Torah learning not taken seriously (varies according to school and student)

*  learn material for test only

*  lacking ahavat Torah

*  not interested in acquiring skills for future learning

- want bottom-line halakha because do not necessarily plan to continue learning

X.  Types of Schools – It was mentioned by a number of educators that, in general, girls who have graduated from co-ed institutions have the ability to think and analyze but do not have skills in reading texts.  Girls who have graduated from all girls' institutions do have better reading skills than their co-ed counterparts, but are not as advanced in their ability to think critically.
  In describing the different high schools, the teachers mentioned some that stress reading skills, some that stress thinking skills, and some that emphasize Hebrew language (though not necessarily for reading texts) and others where the strengths depend solely on the student.  It became apparent that in some schools, even if students excel academically, they do not enjoy the Torah learning and actually resent it and much that is associated with it.  These students have mastered taking notes and studying for exams, but have failed to internalize the message that the basic Jewish information and learning skills are something that they should love, as they are important for continued growth in Judaism and living a complete Jewish existence.  By contrast, the Beit-Yaakov schools (and in general, the more religiously right-wing institutions) seem to successfully instill their students with a lot of both Jewish knowledge and ahavat Torah. 


Students graduating from the Israeli school system were mentioned by the surveyed educators in comparison.  The advantage of fluency in Hebrew language aside, these students have a much higher level of b'kiut knowledge in Tanakh and other areas of basic Jewish knowledge.  The Israeli students also take a bagrut exam 

in "musagim b'yahadut".  This exam essentially covers general areas in Jewish knowledge, divided by topic.  American schools should look further into this point and take note that it is possible for students to learn and retain information like this.  Perhaps American schools are setting their goals short in terms of what can be expected of their students to learn and retain.   


Another issue that was discussed in the interviews with the teachers is how this present reality affects them in a practical manner.  Because students are arriving without all the information expected of them, more class time is spent covering this material.  Because students are not up to par with thinking and analytical skills, the level of the class material must be lowered.  Poor training in skills, as well as an unsatisfactory level of Hebrew make chavruta time used for class preparation less productive than it could be.  


Some teachers feel that a portion of the missing information is actually taught in Day School, but that the students do not remember it because it is not taught well.  When the emphasis is placed on details and not overall structure, it is harder to retain the information.  Details are memorized and then forgotten.  Students should be given a global view of the information instead of each topic in isolation.  With this method it is more likely that the student will retain the information.


Another important factor in getting students to remember what they are taught is their attitude towards the material.  It is possible (and recommended) to teach information in a way that students feel excited about it.  If they look forward to class because they feel that they are learning something interesting and relevant, they are much more likely to remember what they have been taught.  On the whole, students study for the exam and the grade, not because they are interested in or excited about the subject.  This attitude causes burnout and a dislike for the material.  The students have become jaded by the educational system as it exists now, and instead of loving to learn, they see it as a burden.  Additionally, it should be taught that this material is important to remember, not for the grade or to get accepted to a particular school, but for life as a Torah-loving Jew.  The common feeling among the educators interviewed is that the Modern Orthodox high schools do not sufficiently try to promote a positive attitude towards learning, and do not stress the importance of remembering the yeda clali that they are taught.   


Suggested improvements included a four year course throughout high school teaching about the structure and development of Torah She-Ba'al Peh.  Another recommendation was a similar course, not just for Torah She-Ba'al Peh, but for all basic Jewish knowledge.  In this way, all the basic information that is related to what is taught in other classes can be taught in units, in a separate course.  


Another conclusion that was reached is that these post-high schools seminary teachers have lowered their expectations of the high schools and what they anticipate the students knowing when they enter their programs.  Students who come from families that stress Torah learning may have an advantage of more knowledge and a better attitude due to the influence of the home environment.  However, many students do not have this advantage.  The lack of preparation in high school puts more pressure on the seminary teachers, as they feel that not only do they have the intended curriculum to teach, but they must also catch the student up on the basic Jewish knowledge that is missing from their knowledge base.  


On the other hand, teachers agreed that the high schools cannot be expected to cover everything.  Some of the subject areas found lacking are not necessarily the highest priority, and should not be taught at the expense of other, more integral information.  For example, added time in the curriculum to increase Hebrew skills should not be at the expense of learning Humash with Rashi.


One teacher ended the interview on a hopeful note.  Her prediction is that the situation will improve as a new generation of teachers, who are more committed to teaching, more in tune with their educational goals and are better educated themselves, begin to fill the schools.  The high schools, as well, are beginning to improve as they attempt to get their students accepted into better post-high school programs, with high educational standards.   

Explaining the Problem (Why yeda clali is not covered sufficiently in high school)

With the problem of the lack of a Jewish knowledge base defined and detailed, it is beneficial to determine the factors contributing to this problem.  First is the lack of time.  The high school administration and curriculum planners (or individual teachers, if the school does not employ curriculum writers) have a lot that they would like to accomplish in a limited amount of school years and hours per school day.  Teachers in each discipline have their priority items that they would like to cover.  Added to this are state educational requirements, demands of the parent body, and co-curricular and extra-curricular activities.  While the argument for yeda clali may be seen as valid, it just does not hold enough weight in the eyes of those in charge when held up against other items that have made their way into the curriculum.  


Related to this is how the high school teacher relates to the class material, and his educational goals when teaching.  The curriculum usually dictates how many books and chapters, which commentaries, what time period, etc. must be covered by the end of the year.  The teacher's agenda then, must be to cover the assigned curriculum, and often this is accomplished successfully.  This emphasis on coverage often does not allow the teacher to  spend time on yeda clali not directly included in the curriculum, or to focus on "planting seeds" for the students to continue educating themselves later on.


While discussing goals, it bears mentioning the b'kiut vs. b'iyun debate.  It is mentioned here as a relevant issue for setting educational goals as they relate to curriculum planning.  While a complete analysis of the topic is beyond the scope of this work, it is evident upon a brief examination that strong arguments can be made in support of either method.  B'kiut gives a broad span of knowledge, increasing the ability to make associations from diverse areas.  B'iyun learning gives the student an in-depth perspective and deeper levels of meaning to a given topic.  It is difficult to claim that one method should be used to the exclusion of the other.  Finding the right balance between the two, to give students a broad span of knowledge along with a deeper level of understanding, is quite a challenge.
  Perhaps the yeda clali discussed in this work can be compared to b'kiut in basic Jewish knowledge and the problem is that its study has been neglected and replaced with b'iyun study.    


As mentioned previously, in some cases basic Jewish knowledge is, in fact, deemed by the schools as an important element in the students' education, and yet, for some reason it is not being effectively imparted to the students.  There are some schools that have implemented programs to teach yeda clali, usually by administering an exam to test students on material that they believe they should know.  This is one step in the right direction as at least it is addressing the need to teach basic Jewish knowledge.  The problem with this method is that the student is not given any sort of context for the material, other than on what page it appears in the study booklet and when the exam is.  Material that is presented in this isolated manner is treated in the same way, as lists of information, unrelated to other areas of study, or to the bigger picture of "Jewish living".  When information is transmitted and tested in this way, it is likely to be memorized for the exam and then forgotten.


Included in Appendix III is a letter from a high school principal introducing material for an exam on "Basics of Jewish knowledge and information".  The material was then tested in an exam administered to the whole student body some months later.  In the letter, the principal explains why it is that he wants the students to know this material.  He apparently sees yeda clali as a value, as something that he feels is important for the students to know. The opinion of many graduates of that school is that the method he used is not that effective in getting students to know, remember and internalize basic information about Judaism and Jewish life, as they often forgot the information shortly after the exam.  However, the desire to impart this information to the students is important.  Some elements of this can be taken and incorporated into a different model of teaching yeda clali.  A proposal of this will be described later in this work.   


A major point relevant to the question of yeda clali in the high school curriculum is the issue of vision.  When weighing what subjects to devote time to in the curriculum it is important that there be a vision guiding these decisions.  The decisions should be based on educational goals of what and how to teach, and a vision of what the final product of the student should be.  The institution should factor into this decision what it wants its students to know and how they should behave, as graduates of the school, as well as years into the future.  This vision must then be implemented into the daily running of the school.  It should come to play in the curriculum, extra-curricular activities, student-staff interaction and in relation to the parent body.  


As has been discussed, the assessment of the post-high school teachers  surveyed is that the concept of yeda clali has not been included in the vision of the schools, as many students do not have this information as graduates of the schools.  To take this matter a step further, it is unclear if the schools have a clear-cut vision at all, regardless of yeda clali.  It has become more accepted lately for schools to compose a mission statement with the stated goals of the institution.  Mission statement aside, the schools have not actually dictated what it is that they want to achieve.  The mission statement is often merely a slogan.  The schools may plan what they want to cover each year, but they probably have not outlined the underlying message that they want to impart, let alone the knowledge base that they would like to provide for the future.  


It should be clear both to teacher and student that what the student learns in school should not be for him to know only in the present, but it should be setting foundations for future learning and growth as well.  The student must be fortified with a strong background in Jewish knowledge to strengthen his Jewish identity and give him information upon which to base future studies and behavior.  The vision must look beyond the short-term goals of students scoring well on exams and being accepted to highly rated schools.  The long-term goals must be assessed as well.  In setting goals, the institution should consider where they want their students to be X number of years in the future: what they should be doing, what they should know and how they should be conducting themselves.  

In addition to the knowledge that they are trying to impart, the high school must have a picture of what kind of person they are trying to produce, the long term results.  As Allan Bloom describes, "Every educational system has a moral goal that it tries to attain and that informs its curriculum.  It wants to produce a certain kind of human being.  This intention is more or less explicit, more or less a result of reflection; but even the neutral subjects, like reading and writing and arithmetic, take their place in a vision of the educated person.  In some nations the goal was the pious person, in others the warlike, in others the industrious."
  The goals must not be limited to the knowledge base, but must also include student behavior, which, to a certain extent, is grounded in the knowledge base.  


The essence of a vision is its implementation.  It is one thing to state intended goals and another to work towards realizing them.  For effective implementation the same goals must be on everyone's agenda – including the administration, teachers, parent body, and students.  They must all buy into the message that is being sent and play their part in sending it. To be successful in realizing a vision that involves both a text (and a value system, underlying the text) full cooperation of the staff is an essential component. 


To enable acting upon the stated vision, it must be fleshed out, broken into component areas of emphasis and defined in terms of practical implementation.  For example, if the goal is to produce a Torah-loving Jew, it is not enough to state that as a goal in those words, for those words may have many different connotations.  The vision of what this final product is and how to go about achieving it must be defined.  If a Torah-loving Jew is someone who knows a lot of Torah, then the educational goal will be to emphasize quantity of Torah taught and skills for continued learning.  If a Torah-loving Jew is one who carefully keeps all the mitzvot, then emphasis will be on teaching practical halakha.  If, on the other hand, a Torah-loving Jew is one who upholds a certain lifestyle, then emphasis will be on providing role models of that lifestyle, both among the staff and among the figures presented in classroom study.  If the goal is to include all these elements of ahavat Torah, then the right balance must be determined to assure that all aspects of this message are being imparted to the students.  


In discussing how to formulate a vision and translate a philosophy of education into practice, Seymour Fox describes a five level process.
  The first level is philosophy and asks theoretical questions about the intended vision.  The next level is philosophy of education – how does this philosophy relate specifically to formulating a vision of what education should be?  The third level moves into the theory of practice, and discusses how the stated philosophy affects things such as educational goals, the curriculum, and the school schedule.  It explains the rationale of how and why the vision will be implemented in the institution.  The fourth level is the actual practice – how the philosophy is, in fact, implemented – i.e., who the educators are, what the curriculum is, what methodology is being used, etc.  The fifth level is that of evaluation.  These levels are not linear.  The process can begin at any stage and can proceed in either direction.  


It is the fifth level that is most relevant here.  Assuming that an educational institution did set goals to work towards a vision of education, it is essential that periodic re-assessment be done.  The school must look at its students, both current and alumni, to see if the vision is being successfully implemented, if they achieved in practice what they envisioned at the start.  They should evaluate if their methods have been effective and if they could be improved upon.  If they do not seem to be achieving the vision, then either the methods of implementation, the vision itself, or both, may need to be adapted.  This honest self-evaluation is critical for successful implementation of a vision.   

Contributing to the problem of lack of yeda clali among high school graduates is the fact that many schools lack a vision and have not set educational goals.  The ones that have a vision do not necessarily include knowledge of yeda clali among the goals.  Even if they have included yeda clali, the schools do not necessarily re-evaluate to see if the vision is being successfully realized.  

Proposal 

It has been stated that there is a problem of educated Jews, those who have been through at least twelve years of Jewish education, who are left uneducated in many areas of basic Jewish knowledge.  The following is a proposed method of countering this problem.


The proposal consists of an adaptation of the current high school curriculum to include yeda clali of Jewish topics.  It is not intended to be an actual curriculum, as that is beyond the scope of this work, but rather, it consists of the theories and ideas behind such a potential curriculum.  The four general rules underlying the idea are: (1) that information be taught in an interesting manner; (2) that it must be taught in a proper context; (3) that it should be repeated, and; (4) that its importance and relevance must be stressed.  Using these guidelines it will be possible to include much of the basic Jewish knowledge that should be taught, into the existing high school curriculum.
  


It is very challenging to remember information that is taught in a dry and boring manner.  There is little incentive to study this information and to try to retain it.  The motivation will be to know this material for the exam, and not because it holds any interest value.  If the information is not only interesting but is also introduced as something important and relevant to lives of the students, this will increase the likelihood of it being remembered.  The students should be made to understand that this basic knowledge provides a foundation and background for the lives they lead as Jews.  It is not information unrelated to one's day to day life, rather it is something that contributes to part of the whole picture: what one knows, what one talks and thinks about, and how one behaves.  


To encourage understanding of basic Jewish knowledge and appreciation of its relevance, it is beneficial to teach the information in context.  Instead of having a separate class or an occasional exam to cover topics in yeda clali, most of these topics can be covered within the framework of existing subjects.  In this way, the material can be remembered in context, as it relates to something else, not as isolated information.  For example, basic information about Bible commentators, such as when and where they lived or characteristics of their commentary, should be taught in Humash class.  This information should be incorporated into the regular class material, and should be repeated often, as it comes up in class.  Part of a Humash or Halakha class should be taught in the library so that students become familiar with the books there and where they are located on the shelves.  The development of halakha should be taught not only in a dinim class, but also as part of the Torah She-ba'al Peh syllabus and in Jewish History class as well.


Just as the information is taught concurrently with existing classroom material, so too, it should be tested concurrently.  Questions about this basic information should appear on exams along with the regular information being tested.  The material should be repeated in class more than once, and it should appear on the exams repeatedly.  The old and new material should be tested together so that at some point the student will no longer have to actually study the old material, as it will become ingrained – part of his knowledge base.  An important aid to remembering is review and repetition.
  This method of testing information learned months before, actually aids students in remembering and internalizing the information, rather than making the exams more difficult for them.  The point is not for students to memorize for the exam and then promptly forget what they have learned.  The benefit of repetition is that it gives the students many opportunities to go over and understand the information, to make it a part of them.  After studying something a number of times, students will acquire the information, it will become part of their knowledge base.  


Another aspect of this proposal is the personal project.  Every year each student or small group of students will have to prepare a creative project in a specific area of  yeda clali.  The student will be able to utilize the medium of his choice.  This gives the opportunity to show creativity and move beyond the usual pen and notebook.  Suggestions for projects are topics such as Biblical figures, Prophets, the Kingdom of Judah, medieval commentators, tractates in the Mishna, timelines, etc.  The area that the student researches and presents each year will "become his own", by virtue of the fact that he devotes time and energy into researching and developing the project.  Over the four years of high school he will come to acquire and know intimately four topic areas of yeda clali.  


One advantage of this system is that it can easily be incorporated into the 

current high school curriculum.  The curriculum will need to be adapted to fit yeda clali into the existing structure, but the proposal does not require rewriting the curriculum from scratch.  The material, being taught in context and incorporated into existing subjects, becomes more relevant and more interesting to the student.  This increases the likelihood of the student remembering and internalizing the information.  The fact that the material is tested repeatedly is a memory aid, and after studying it a number of times, the student will already know the material and will no longer have to study it for the exam.  It becomes incorporated into his knowledge base, as part of his present consciousness and to be drawn upon in the future.

Potential Obstacles   

A potential obstacle in implementing the proposal is the attitude of the high schools.  Before instituting a change, there must be realization of the need for a change.  Prior to this there must be willingness for self-reflection.  As mentioned in the discussion of visions, integral to achieving goals and improving upon them, is assessment of and reflection upon the current situation.  Only if the schools are willing to look at what they have achieved and what is still yet to accomplish, can they successfully implement a vision of education.  The schools must speak to their graduates and to those who come in contact with their graduates in educational settings to determine if they are adequately prepared for future learning.  Are the students retaining the knowledge and practicing the lifestyle that the school educated them for, even after leaving the walls of the school?  Without interest and participation of the high schools, discussion of change is futile.  

Given the potential enormity of the work involved in fixing their problems, the schools may be reluctant to evaluate and even more so to adapt the existing structure of the curriculum.  If the school has set a vision it may be averse to evaluate results as this may highlight where they have been unsuccessful.  If the school does not have a stated or underlying vision then it is questionable what conclusions the said evaluation will lead to and what can be done with them.  Ultimately, the lack of vision and/or reluctance for self-reflection is shortsighted as it does not allow for change and improvement.  


In this case, dialogue between high school and post-high school educators must be encouraged.  This can be done via direct contact between the educators.  High school principals often visit their students in Israel during winter vacation, and it would serve them well to speak to educators at the post-high school seminaries at this time and hear their assessment.  Another option is via educational programs on the internet.
  The high school teachers and administrators must be made aware of the conclusions and concerns of the post-high school teachers.  Once they know that post-high school programs are finding their students lacking in areas of yeda clali, teaching these topics is more likely to be placed on the high school agenda as well, as, ultimately, everyone is working towards to same goal of Jewish education.


Another possible problem area is that of implementation.  As stated, this proposal requires cooperation of the administrators and teachers in the high schools.  An adaptation of the curriculum as well as a change in mindset is required.  The teaching staff must change their thinking and teaching methods to integrate yeda clali material with regular class material.  Needless to say, the teachers themselves must be adequately knowledgeable in these areas.  


When applying the proposal, it will have to be individualized to each school.  

Each school may have different areas within yeda clali that they would like to emphasize.  It is difficult to decide who can be the determinant of what is the most important basic Jewish knowledge to have.  The school may have its own variation of the information and underlying message that it is trying to transmit.  Because the idea is to adapt the existing curriculum, each school will have to work within its own curriculum to adjust it accordingly.  

As mentioned earlier, one of the factors working against successful implementation of a vision such as this is human nature: people tend to forget.  This is especially true when it comes to information learned in the school setting.  Often, even with excellent teaching methods and interesting material students will forget what they have been taught.  It may be due to the quantity of material that students are expected to absorb and remember during the school year.  Whatever the cause, the reality that students often forget what they are taught must be taken into account.

Follow-Up


There are further areas of research that may provide useful information towards increasing yeda clali among high school graduates.  First would be to interview students, particularly Modern Orthodox graduates who have studied in post-high school programs in Israel.  It would be informative to see how prepared and educated they feel as compared to students from other schools.  This information could be used to learn lessons and get ideas from the schools perceived to be more successful.  


It would be also be beneficial to survey the high schools and note their reactions to this study.  Do they have a vision of producing educated Jews?  If so, do they feel that they are successful in implementing it?  If not, do they have a different vision of what they are trying to achieve, or no vision at all?  Are they pleased with the way their students are turning out?  Do they conduct any long-term evaluations?  Do the high school teachers agree with the conclusions of the post-high school teachers?  Do they also feel that the students are graduating without a sufficient knowledge base?  What causes this lack?  Would they be willing to change the curriculum or teaching method to address this issue?  Do they feel qualified to teach this information in this way?

Conclusions 

In conclusion, the author believes that it is crucial to mention that this work addresses only one aspect of much larger issue.  The problem of a lack of yeda clali of Jewish topics is not limited to the school environment, it is actually a symptom of a much greater issue concerning Modern Orthodoxy.  One of the main reasons that the students do not know and retain basic Jewish knowledge, and that it is not necessarily a priority agenda for the schools, is because its importance and impact on daily life are not realized.  The underlying sentiment among the Modern Orthodox is one of apathy. This is exhibited in a lack of excitement for observing mitzvot and religious activities and a lack of spirituality.  Often seen in Modern Orthodoxy is a separation between religious activities (e.g. going to shul on shabbat morning) and living an enriched Jewish existence (e.g. having religious issues and awareness of service of God affect all of one's activities).  While this work deals with countering the lack of yeda clali among Modern Orthodox high school graduates, that is but one aspect of a larger problem that needs to be addressed in the Modern Orthodox community at large.  

In the survey of educators previously mentioned, it came to light that graduates from Beit Yaakov schools have learned and retained significantly more yeda clali of Jewish topics than those from Modern Orthodox high schools.  These girls also have a positive attitude towards Torah learning, they enjoy it and take it more seriously than their Modern Orthodox counterparts.  In institutions like Beit Yaakov, an atmosphere of ahavat Torah is promoted that does not seem to be present in the Modern Orthodox schools.  These students do not resent the facts that they have to learn in school about Jewish-related topics, because that is what they are there to do.  Because it is relevant to  their lives, and not facts that are external to them, the information becomes more exciting.  The basic Jewish facts are internalized and become part of the knowledge base of these students – the language they speak, the thoughts they have, the way they behave. 


The pivotal issue is how to transfer this positive attitude towards Torah and Judaism to the Modern Orthodox community.  There is no ostensible reason that the positive aspects of Modern Orthodoxy, the approach to the secular world, in general and to education, in particular, cannot be employed in conjunction with an all-encompassing Jewish lifestyle.  The Torah knowledge should be in the student's consciousness, effecting all other activities, and the approach towards it should be a positive one.  The most important step towards increased yeda clali among the Modern Orthodox is to decrease the apathy and cynicism in the community and add excitement and love for Torah.  With this change in attitude, this spiritual element, the feeling of love, students will want to remember these facts.  They will find relevance in what they learn as it relates to everyday activities and thoughts.  They will want to learn basic skills and information about books in the Jewish library because they plan to continue learning.  In this way the vision of yeda clali will become a reality as Judaism for these students becomes not something that is only studied for a test, but a way of life. 


A crucial factor in working towards increasing excitement for Torah learning is the home environment.  To create an aura revolving around Torah knowledge and living a Jewish lifestyle, more than just the high school curriculum will need to be adapted, the attitude must be changed, as well.  To do that, the parents must be involved.  The values that the school tries to impart should be brought into the home, as well, and reinforced there.  


The aim of the project was to determine areas of weakness in basic Jewish knowledge among graduates of Modern Orthodox high schools.  The crux of the issue, however, is why such a situation exists.  Students know a lot of facts and information; they simply are not remembering the Jewish yeda clali.  They can quote lines from television programs and movies, but they do not remember characters from Tanakh.  They know who won each World Series, year after year, but they often do not know that historically Purim happened before Hanukah.  Basic Jewish knowledge, in the home and the school, is not being portrayed as relevant enough for the students to bother remembering.  The real challenge to the Modern Orthodox community is to create an atmosphere of ahavat Torah.  Members of the community should want to learn basic Jewish information and have it at their fingertips.  It should be incorporated into their lives, affecting their thoughts and behavior and becoming part of their consciousness.    
The following verse aptly portrays the vision described in this work. 

[Tehillim 119:97] .מה אהבתי תורתך כל היום היא שיחתי
"How I love Your Torah, all day long it is my conversation."

It is explained
 that "kol hayom" implies all the time, constantly. "Sichati" refers to thoughts in the mind, and fluency of speech.  The psalmist is saying that because he loves the Torah it is constantly in his thoughts and part of his speech.  The hope is to encourage a feeling of love of Torah and equip students with a knowledge base of facts about Judaism to enable the state of "kol hayom hi sichati".

Appendix I

Glossary of Highlighted Terms (in order of appearance)

Modern Orthodox – This is a difficult term to define as this in itself could be the topic of many projects.  In this context, we are dealing with the Orthodox community that  sees value in high-level secular education  and does not isolate itself from the general society.  Even in the Modern Orthodox community there is a wide range of schools.

Yeda Clali – literally, general knowledge.  For our purposes, this includes general knowledge of and familiarity with Jewish books, names and concepts.  Included also are skills considered to be basic for continued learning.

Halakha L'maaseh – practical laws.  This includes knowing only what actually needs to be done regarding religious practices.  It does not include study of the philosophical reasoning behind the laws or any information other than the actual practice of the law.

Educated Jew – This is a loaded term with many different connotations.  In the limited context of this paper, it refers to the student who has been through the Modern Orthodox educational system and is, therefore, supposedly educated in Jewish topics.  

Ahavat Torah – This includes the many aspects of loving Torah.  It is manifested in: learning Torah and related topics, and expressing a desire to continue this even in the future; following the laws delineated in the Torah; internalizing the information one learns and incorporating it into a concurrent lifestyle.

Vision – a conception of what you want to create based on a philosophy and ideals.  It is the picture of the product of your programming, in this case, of the educational institution.  The educational goals will be based on the vision and are geared towards forming the final product that was envisioned.  The vision must be translated into the practical realm.  

Appendix II

OUTLINE OF YEDA CLALI
The following is a very basic outline demonstrating what topics and pieces of information might be included in yeda clali.  It is by no means a comprehensive work and is only meant as an idea of where to start when compiling basic Jewish information to be taught in the Modern Orthodox high schools. The topics listed here may appear to be extremely basic, and, therefore, it may be assumed that they are already being covered in the Modern Orthodox high school curriculum.  If that is the case, then why don't the students know this information? Apparently, even these basic topics are being overlooked.  This outline is only the first step.  To do justice to the topic of yeda clali a more detailed compilation of this material will need to be arranged. Before incorporating this information into the curriculum each school would have to collect a more complete body of information and figure out how to best adapt it to the existing syllabus and to meet the needs of its population.   

I.  Tanakh

    A. Torah – general b'kiut of characters and events, chronological order


- famous midrashim and Rashis (to be distinguished from actual text)


- important concepts, e.g. types of sacrifices, vessels of the mishkan, different 


maasrot, sin of dor ha'mabul and dor ha'phlaga
    B. Nevi'im Rishonim– basic b'kiut of events and characters


- names of the Books and who wrote them


- nature of the Kingdoms and their sins


- match Prophet to Kingdom

    C. Nevi'im Aharonim – names of the Prophets and the Books and who wrote them


- historical information and chronology


-basic idea of what the Book is about, to whom it is addressed

    D. Ketubim –names of the Books and who wrote them


- where these Books fit into the historical timeline

* dates of major events in Tanakh and how they relate to each other, e.g., Exodus from Egypt, Matan Torah, building and destruction of the Temple, Shivat Tzion
* kri u'chtiv, takanat soferim
*  Bible commentators – names, time period and country, nature of the commentary

e.g. R. Saadia Gaon, Rashi, Ibn Ezra, Ramban, Rashbam, Abravanel, Malbim, Torah Temima, Netziv, R. Hirsch, etc.

* Apocrypha

II.  Torah She'Beal Peh – terms related to its development, e.g. kabbala, halakha l'Moshe miSinai, hermeneutic laws, asmachtaot, takana, g'zeira, d'oraita, d'rabbanan
-the chain of transmission, including Moshe, Joshua, the Elders, the Prophets, Anshei Knesset HaG'dola

- charts to map this out are useful

    A. Mishna- the sedarim and general idea of which tractates belong in which seder

- tosefta, masechta k'tana, b'raita


- tannaim and their generations


- commentaries on the mishna – e.g. Rambam, Bartenura, Kehati

    B. Gemara – Bavli and Yerushalmi


- amoraim, generation and academy


- commentaries

    C. Midrash and aggadic material – midrash halakha and aggada


- Seder Olam

- Ein Yaakov
* continuation of the transmission of halakha – savoraim, geonim, rishonim, aharonim

- names, generation, what they are famous for, what school they belong to

III.  The Jewish Bookshelf

    A.  should include Biblical material, legal, philosophical 


- commentary and super-commentary


- who had the literature of another and used it for his work?


- how the books are used, e.g. shulkhan aruch, modeled after the Tur, four 


volumes, what topics in each volume


- where the books are found in the library

- name of author and what other books he wrote, e.g., R. Yosef Karo, author of 
Beit Yosef, Shulkhan Aruch, and Kesef Mishna.  Mishna Berura, written by
the Hafetz Hayyim.  


- chronological order of appearance of these books

    B.  Reference books – books that are available and how to use them  


- e.g. Concordance, Jastrow Dictionary, Ishei HaTanakh


-CD-ROMs used for reference
IV.  Jewish calendar – names of the Hebrew months and the holiday or event   commemorated in that month

- special shabbatot and haftarot, e.g. Parshat Parah, shiva d'nehemta, Shabbat  HaGadol, etc.

V.  Tefilla – components of shaharit, mincha and arvit


- structure of special tefillot – shabbat, chag


- time-frame for each tefilla


- changes and inserts in tefilla and when they are applicable


- special Torah readings and where they come from


- number of people called to the Torah on different occasions

VI.  Jewish History – aside from the regular syllabus, important to include overall structure and global view of major events

 
- include modern Israeli history

VII.  Concepts in Judaism – a few miscellaneous examples – seven Noahide laws, Karaites, ma'aseh avot siman labanim, muktza, pruzbul, plag hamincha, Rambam's Thirteen Principles, Chassidism, tadir v'she'eino tadir, etc.

VIII.  Skills – critical thinking and reasoning regarding texts and ideas

- reading and analysis of texts


- Hebrew language

Appendix III


The following is a letter from the principal of a Modern Orthodox high school in North America, addressed to his students.  It was the introductory page to a booklet of material containing the "Basics of Jewish knowledge and information".  As stated in the letter, an exam was administered to test the students on the information contained in the booklet some months after the booklet was distributed.  


This is an example of a school, or at least a principal, with a vision of educating towards yeda clali.  The principal wants his students to "absorb and master" the "Basics of Jewish knowledge".  In this case, re-assessment of the method would have been beneficial to determine if it was successful in achieving what it set out to do.  Many graduates of the school report that they studied the material for the exam, but did not retain much of the information after that.  

Appendix IV


The following is an excerpt from Sefer Hukei HaTorah, found in the appendix of Jewish Education and Society in the High Middle Ages (Ephraim Kanarfogel, Wayne State University Press, Detroit, 1992).  The exact date and country of origin of this work are still open to speculation.  It is a medieval text describing an educational system with elementary and advanced levels.  The treatise delineates a plan for an effective educational system.  Among the practices to be employed is that of review.  This is repeated numerous times in the document.  Review should be done throughout the day, as well as weekly and monthly.  Another review should take place at the end of each season.  Repeated review is recommended as the best method to prevent forgetting what has been learned.   
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Telushkin, Joseph, Jewish Literacy, William Morrow and Company, Inc., New York, 1991.

איזנברג, יהודה, תורה מסיני, הוצאת השכל, ירושלים, 1984.

עמינח, נח ויוסף ניצן, בשבילי היצירה התורנית לדורותיה, ההסתדרות הציונית העולמית, ירושלים, 1979. 

�  Words and phrases marked in bold and underlined will be defined in the glossary.  See Appendix I.


� Another factor to take into account is that of reinforcement from general society.  As opposed to general trivia, if information such as the dimensions of the mishkan is taught it rarely receives mention outside of school.


�  The author is not unaware of the phenomenon of well-educated, non-practicing Jews.  However, this paper presumes that the information, if taught correctly will, in fact, influence the student to lead a religiously observant lifestyle. 


�  See Appendix II.


�  See Joseph J. Schwab, "Learning Community", Center Magazine, Center for the Study of Democracy, Vol. 8, No. 3, May-June 1975, p. 42. 


�  For further reading on the issue of common language and lifestyle, see: E.D. Hirsch, "Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know", Houghton and Mifflin, 1987, and E.D. Hirsch, William G. Rowlands and Michael Stanford, "A First Dictionary of Cultural Literacy: What Our Children Need to Know", Houghton and Mifflin, 1989.  In these works, Hirsch discusses the ignorance of basic facts about American culture among students and how that affects common traditions and the ability to communicate with one another.  He is in favor of developing a body of facts, terms and concepts that everyone should learn in common.  This will be the basis of American national culture and will lead to greater ease of communication.  


�  It bears noting that the problem of weakness in areas of basic Jewish knowledge is not merely that it lowers the class level in the post-high school programs.  Another problem is that of lost time.  Not all the information that could have been taught in the formative years of education can be made up in the one to two years that the student spends studying in Israel (assuming that the student chooses to study in Israel).  Unless the student makes a specific point to apply himself regarding yeda clali, certain basic information may remain unlearned.


� The schools represented were: Midreshet Moriah, Midreshet Lindenbaum, Michlelet Mevaseret Yerushalayim, Midreshet HaRova,  Michlelet Orot, Young Judea – Shalem (and Nishmat).


�  Regarding actual skills and knowledge in Torah She-Ba'al Peh, particularly gemara, there is great variation here depending on how much, if at all, this is taught in high school and in the post-high school seminary.


�  What books to include in the "important" category is largely subjective, to be determined by the given community.


�  See Seymour Fox, "Vision at the Heart", Mandel Institute, Jerusalem, 2000, page 23, noting that regarding the formation of the educational aspects of Camp Ramah, he and his colleagues all "believed that if you wanted to understand and be part of Jewish history, you had no choice but to master Hebrew; that was how you joined the ongoing conversation with Rashi, Maimonides and all the other great commentators and philosophers." 


�  The attitude of the student towards Torah learning is obviously not determined solely by the educational institution.  Community, home environment, peer group and general culture also influence this, as will be discussed further on in this work.  


�  For further information in this area, see "Gender Differences and Their Implications for the Education of Women", written by Mali Brofsky, ATID fellow 1998-99, available on the ATID website: www.atidfellows.org.


�  An approach such as the Barkai method, in which students first devote many years to b'kiut learning and only then begin b'iyun learning, might be a solution to this challenge.  A discussion of this method can be found in "An Analysis of the Implementation of the Barkai Method", by Steven Esses, available on the ATID website, www.atidfellows.org.


�  Allan Bloom, "The Closing of the American Mind", Simon and Schuster, New York, 1987, p.26.


�   See Seymour Fox, "From Theory to Practice in Jewish Education", Twelfth World Congress of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem, Mandel Institute, 1997.   Also quoted in "Vision at the Heart", supra note 11, page 37.





�  This work deals specifically with high school education.  It goes without saying that the same principles apply to elementary school education as well.  In fact, waiting for high school to start yeda clali education is too late.  Many students find that they remember best what they learned in elementary school! 


�  The reader is referred to Appendix IV for an interesting example regarding the importance of repetition and review in education. 


�  A listserv such as Lookjed is an excellent forum for this type of discussion.  For more information, send an email to lookjed@mail.biu.ac.il.


 �  Daat Mikra, Tehillim 119:97





