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Challenges in Teaching Torah She-ba’al Peh

 
Based on studies of sequential and simultaneous learning processes, the author developed different teaching methods for her 7th grade Torah She-ba’al Peh class. Her efforts significantly included steering from “typical” sequential methods to a combined approach, incorporating a fair amount of simultaneous teaching, as well. The aim was to ease the students’ understanding of the material by presenting the mishnayot in a fashion familiar to their learning processes.  Some methods were specifically geared to students, who would be categorized as primarily “simultaneous processors,” while other methods combined the two cognitive processes. 

Challenges in Teaching Torah She-ba’al Peh 


Dorona Reingold 

Torah Shebal Peh taught in the classroom poses great challenges on the teacher and student, alike. On a daily basis, the teacher faces the challenge of instructing a relatively abstract and “dry” subject.  This teacher instructs a low level, grade 7 class in Mishna.  Her aim is to understand thought processes of her students and develop teaching methods that will aid in their understanding of the material.

Two major types of processing information (coding) have been recognized: simultaneous and successive/ sequential. 

The sequential process involves step-by-step problem solving, analyzing the textual structure. Most material taught in the classroom setting is taught in this manner. A child possessing strong sequential skills will more easily remember these lists of spelling words, historical events and rules of grammar. Class-work, homework and exams usually follow this same pattern. 

           “Simultaneous,” or “holistic” problem solving involves the processing of many stimuli at once including spatial, analogic and organizational processes. Children with well-developed simultaneous problem solving skills have an advantage in rapidly learning the shapes of letters and spatial configurations of words during the early stages of reading and possess an enhanced processing ability necessary for understanding the main themes of stories.

Unfortunately, children with a tendency toward simultaneous learning skills lose their advantage early on in their education and are often lost in the typical classroom. Lessons are usually not designed to cater to students with these skills and therefore, these students often present with difficulties in the classroom. 

Pask & Scott (1972) investigated the efficacy of employing either a serial or holistic approach to teaching new material to students. Students were categorized as “serialists” or “holists” and then taught using a predominantly serial or holistic approach. When students’ problem-solving processing strengths were matched to their treatment approach, nearly perfect performance resulted. Students mismatched between processing strength and treatment scored much lower on the criterion measure.

 
Based on the learning process principles stated above, the author developed different teaching methods for her 7th grade Torah Shebe’al peh class. Her efforts significantly included steering from “typical” sequential methods to a combined approach, incorporating a fair amount of simultaneous teaching, as well. The aim was to ease the students’ understanding of the material by presenting the mishnayot in a fashion familiar to their learning processes.  Some methods were specifically geared to students, who would be categorized as primarily “simultaneous processors,” while other methods combined the two cognitive processes. 

With the purpose of testing different learning methods in the classroom, the author created a series of 4 classes in Mishna, in which each student had the opportunity to learn from different teaching methods. This tested which methods students most benefited from and determined whether any correlation exists between the type of teaching method used by the teacher and the degree of success in understanding the mishna by the students.

Four methods of teaching these mishnayot were used:

1. Pictorial - Pictures were drawn for each mishna.  These pictures explained the mishna through the a pictorial display of its content. The text of the mishna was written beneath its corresponding portion of the picture, connecting the text to the picture.

2. Cards - The text of each mishna was written on colored cards. A phrase of the mishna was written on each card and an explanation of that phrase was written on the reverse side of the card.

3. Skit - A short skit was written for each mishna.  The skits were prepared before the lesson and presented to the students to use for their “performance.” The script incorporated the content of the mishna and enabled the mishna to be brought to life and to greater relevance for today’s world. 

4. Cassette - An explanation of each mishna was recorded onto audio cassette before class. This “taped lesson” was played for the students and contained a typical classroom instruction of the mishna.

These four modalities tapped the different systems with which students process their information: pictorial for the simultaneous-dominant student, cards and cassette for the sequential-dominant student, and skits for those students who like to be active in the classroom and who concentrate better while “acting out” the material. 

The class was divided into four scholastically heterogeneous groups. Each group consisted of 4-5 students and the experiment took place for 4 consecutive classes.  In each class, each group was instructed using one modality and rotated to other modalities during subsequent classes.  Therefore, over the four classes each group experienced each of the four modalities. During each class, each group received the text of the mishna and the activity by which they would learn the mishna. The students were provided with 30-45 minutes in which to prepare the material. Afterward, the mishnayot were collected and the class was given a short quiz on that day’s material. 

Test scores of the students was evaluated complemented by answers to the feedback questions.  Conclusions regarding the students enhanced or reduced learning abilities with these modalities were formed.


The students clearly benefited from the varied learning modalities used in these classes. Grades for certain weak students significantly improved and the teacher noted improved classroom participation, behavior and learning efforts among many students. Only one or two students (out of 19) may not have benefited from this exercise.


Students volunteered positive feedback and described the improved learning atmosphere created by teaching modalities that matched their cognitive patterns.

Conclusion:

Whereas Torah Shebe’al Peh instruction primarily and perhaps almost exclusively utilizes sequential patterns, students are varied in their cognitive ability. Teaching patterns that utilize varied methods of instructing the subject material will achieve greater success.


Continued investigation is necessary to ascertain which methods are most successful and how best to structure the classroom, accordingly.  However, relating to varied cognitive patterns in teaching Torah Shebe’al Peh is beneficial at least and necessary at most to achieve success in the classroom.

Introduction

Last year, I began teaching Torah She-ba’al Peh to 7th grade girls in Evelina de Rothschild junior high school. Throughout the course of the school year, I worked with girls who performed on different academic levels. The students who had the most difficulty in mishna aroused my interest the most. Were their difficulties in the subject just a result of lack of interest in the material? I noted that there were certain assignments that interested these students, such as discussing modern-day examples that I presented to the class. Also, competitive games that I prepared for the class actually motivated these students to avidly participate and arrive at the correct answers to win points.

During the second semester of last year I worked with a smaller group of students, all of whom had been performing poorly in Torah She-ba’al Peh class. Many of these girls had been disruptive in their classes, probably in part due to frustration with not understanding the material taught in class.  I began teaching the class, determined to figure out what causes the low motivation in this group of students.  

During this school year I decided to attempt different techniques in teaching that might help my weaker students better comprehend the mishna. While there are pedagogic techniques developed to aid weak students, these have not been developed for Jewish studies such as Tanach and Torah She-ba’al Peh. Therefore, I designed my own teaching methods that I felt could help my students. I will describe these methods in greater depth in this paper.


Over the course of this year, I researched different learning styles and how these can impact learning in the classroom. I then noticed that in fact, different students in my class had different preferences of learning styles. Some preferred listening to my explanation, while others understood the material better while preparing a skit portraying the mishna. I will explain the different learning styles of students and give examples of how a teacher can integrate different teaching styles appropriate for these students.

I find it important to emphasize that, while the class I taught this year consists mostly of weak students, the conclusions I reached through this study are not exclusive to this population. Every student has her own dominant learning style and therefore, these principles can be applied to all classrooms.
Learning Styles

Over the past few years, progress has been made in the development of learning models, which are hypothesized systems that try to describe the process and structures involved in learning.

Using clinical observations, Luria (1973, 1980) proposed a learning model.  He described three major functional divisions of cognitive function:

(1) Arousal- an initial response by an organism to a given stimulus, including activation of the brainstem’s reticular system.

(2)  Coding of information- translation of incoming stimulus energy into a unique neural code that the brain can process.
 

(3)  Planning and decision making- choosing between alternatives, selecting and rejecting available options.

Together, these three divisions represent emotional and affective aspects, including motivations, coding of information, conscious and unconscious planning, and decision making (Das, Kirby & Jarman, 1975, 1979). 

Two major types of coding have been recognized: simultaneous and successive / sequential. Simultaneous coding utilizes relationships between pieces of input information to produce a single or integrated code. Successive coding places information into sequence, even if it had not been presented as such.   

Both modes of coding are complementary to each other, not hierarchical.
 The same task may be approached either simultaneously or successively. Within each mode of coding, there may be variation in strategies for solution. The mode of coding utilized is determined by the subject according to:

1. competence in a specific mode of coding,

2. habitual mode of coding (when he or she is competent in both modes), and

3. task demands that can be modified by instructions

These three determinants affect the individual’s learning mode used and one method will usually be dominant in any individual.

Educational Implications for the Sequential - Simultaneous Processing Dichotomy: 

Sequential Learning

The sequential process involves step-by-step problem solving and analysis of the textual structure. Most material taught in the classroom setting is taught in this manner. Spelling lists are distributed for rote memorization, history is taught as a “sequence” of events and comprehension of a paragraph of information is assumed. A child possessing strong sequential skills will more easily remember these lists of spelling words, historical events and rules of grammar. Class-work, homework and exams usually follow this same pattern. Straightforward questions and answers, multiple choice, fill-in and essay questions are the most common methods of testing children and assigning work. The stepwise pattern of these methods is comprehensible for the sequential thinker and, therefore, such a student may complete these tasks.
 

Simultaneous Learning

“Simultaneous” or “holistic” problem solving involves the processing of many stimuli at once including spatial, analogic and organizational processes. Children with well-developed simultaneous problem solving skills have an advantage in rapidly learning the shapes of letters and spatial configurations of words during the early stages of reading and possess an enhanced processing ability necessary for understanding the main themes of stories.

Unfortunately, children with a tendency toward simultaneous learning skills lose their advantage early on in their education and are often lost in the typical classroom. Lessons are usually not designed to cater to students with these skills and therefore, these students often present with difficulties in the classroom.  For example, even if literature is being taught, and greater reading skills and thematic understanding presents an advantage to the simultaneous learning student, that advantage is underscored by a testing pattern and classroom method which is foreign to his cognitive ability.

   Table 1: Summary of Strengths for Sequential and Simultaneous Thinkers 

           Simultaneous Thinker
          Sequential Thinker

Memorizing   spelling lists
Strong  spatial skills

Remembering historical events in sequence
Learning shapes of letters and words rapidly

Answering essay and multiple choice questions
Enhances ability to understand main themes of stories

Fredrico (1980) calls for measures which tap the intervening processes used by individual children to perceive, store and retrieve information, and uses that information as the basis for the selection of the individual child’s most appropriate approach. The K-ABC (Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children) is one intelligence test that claims to measure sequential and simultaneous processing. 

Pask & Scott (1972) investigated the efficacy of employing either a serial or holistic approach to teaching new material to students. Students were categorized as “serialists” or “holists” and then taught using a predominantly serial or holistic approach. When students’ problem-solving processing strengths were matched to their treatment approach, nearly perfect performance resulted. Students mismatched between processing strength and treatment scored much lower on the criterion measure.

Torah She-ba’al Peh in the 7th Grade Classroom 

The Torah She-ba’al Peh curriculum for 7th grade girls in a mamlachti dati school setting focuses on teaching a selection of mishnayot from various masechtot. In the Evelina DeRothchild Junior High school, we chose to focus on Masechet Bava Metzia in addition to a selection of mishnayot from Bava Batra. Before holidays, mishnayot from different masechtot, pertaining to that particular holiday, are taught. 

One of the main goals in 7th grade Torah She-ba’al Peh class is giving the students a basic understanding of the structure of a mishna, as well as giving them the skills to be able to analyze a mishna on their own. 

As the students in the school vary in their Torah She-ba’al Peh academic abilities, each grade is divided into four academic levels. I taught the lowest level in this grade. As the level is determined not only by knowledge in Torah She-ba’al Peh but by academic abilities as well, my class also consisted of students with reading difficulties, both with decoding words and comprehension.  

There is not much of a selection of textbooks or workbooks to use as study aids in the classroom. The school compiled a textbook of the mishnayot curriculum, with two commentaries that the students would be able to understand.  All of my colleagues composed their own worksheets to use in class.

From informal conversations with my students, Torah She-ba’al Peh class does not seem to rank among their favorite classes. They find the material dry and irrelevant to their lives. Many students question the necessity for girls to be learning this topic altogether, especially learning talmud, which they will begin in 8th grade.
 

I felt a need, therefore, to try and make the experience of learning Toah sheb’al peh more enjoyable and relevant for my students, as well as to attempt to teach the subject in a learning style appropriate for my students.  

Sequential and Simultaneous Learning of Torah She-ba’al Peh

Literature pertaining to remedial intervention for weak students applied primarily to the study of mathematics, reading and spelling, and advocated working with the specific learning strengths of the “weak” student. 

Based on the learning process principles stated above, I developed different teaching methods for my 7th grade Torah She-ba’al Peh class. My efforts significantly included steering from “typical” sequential methods to a combined approach, incorporating a fair amount of simultaneous teaching, as well. My aim was to ease the students’ understanding of the material by presenting the mishnayot in a fashion familiar to their learning processes.  Some methods were specifically geared to students, who would be categorized as primarily “simultaneous processors,” while other methods combined the two cognitive processes.  These methods include:

Mind mapping

Teaching via mind mapping is a method of presenting all the information in an organized and self-explanatory structure.  This structure expands on the outline style yet incorporates the information in a complete structure, rather than a linear list. A similar form is used in flow charts/diagrams. One key aspect of the mind map is the complete presentation of information on one page and in one figure, in contrast to an outline that could span multiple pages. I have sampled this method using several mishnayot from mashechtot Bava Metzia and P’sachim 
, portraying the idea of the mishna in a pictorial fashion.  The “picture” was prepared before the beginning of the lesson.  In the classroom, I discussed the picture and had the students explain what they understood from the portrayal of the mishna in this fashion. 

Pictorial Reminders 

In teaching the various important dates in Chodesh Nissan, I utilized some other simultaneous skills, as well. In class, we read the psukim dealing with Pessach Mitzrayim [Exodus 12]. The date contained in each passuk was recorded on the backboard. The students themselves decided on a symbol personifying the mitzva or activity relevant to that date. For example, the passuk regarding taking the lamb on the tenth of Nissan [Exodus 12:3] was written on the board and beneath it, the date of the tenth of Nissan. A picture of a lamb was drawn next to the date. 

After creating symbols for all the various dates, I distributed blank calendars and instructed the students to fill in the calendars with the dates we discussed and the symbols they chose. I pleasantly found that a large percentage of the class was capable of completing this exercise with great ease. The main difficulty the students encountered was the filling in of the 14th of Nissan, as there was not enough room in the small box to draw all the mitzvot of Erev Pessach! I also noticed that many students remembered these dates in subsequent classes dealing with the laws of Pessach.

Counter-intuitively, I find that my distinct lack of artistic abilities actually aids teaching via this learning process! Students found my drawings quite amusing, and therefore remembered them with greater ease. One always remembers an unusual event rather than the mundane.

Skits

I have employed the method of skits as a review of a mishna recently taught in class. These skits are conducted and performed by the students and are usually written by them, as well.  I find that this method helps the students bring the mishna’s principles into their daily lives and also helps them remember the material more easily. 

To prepare for the skits, the students break up into groups to prepare them themselves. Towards the end of the lesson, each group has the opportunity to perform their skit before the rest of the class. If it seems to me that the students misunderstood a portion of a mishna, as indicated by the manner in which the mishna was portrayed through their skit, I will turn to the rest of the class and ask them to identify the mistake. 

For students with stage fright, I will substitute the skit with another activity, such as drawing a picture, or making a game out of the mishna e.g.: word-finding puzzles.  Both these activities must demonstrate the student’s comprehension of the mishna.

A Trial of Cognition

I created a series of four classes in masechet Bava Batra, each student had the opportunity to learn from different teaching methods. This was an excellent opportunity to test which methods students most benefited from and determine whether any correlation exists between the type of teaching method used by the teacher and the degree of success in understanding the mishna by the students.

First, I chose the mishnayot to use for the experiment: Masechet Bava Batra, 1:3; 1:5; 2:3 & 2:4.
 These mishnayot are included in the 7th grade curriculum as determined by the Ministry of Education. The themes in these mishnayot varied in content, length and theme, affording varying teaching methods for their instruction. Themes included: understanding a machloket (argument), learning new vocabulary words, associating to values which pertain to our day. These mishnayot also varied in their complexity and in levels of difficulty.  I chose the following four methods to teach these mishnayot:

1. Pictorial
 - Pictures were drawn for each mishna.  These pictures explained the mishna through a pictorial display of its content. The text of the mishna was written beneath its corresponding portion of the picture, clearly connecting the text to the picture.

2. Cards - The text of each mishna was written on colored cards. A phrase of the mishna was written on each card and an explanation of that phrase was written on the reverse side of the card. Different colored ink was used for each side of the card in order to lessen confusion between the text of the mishna and its explanation.  Different opinions and different topics within the mishna were color coded. For one of the more confusing mishnayot I even created a key, so the student would clearly understand which opinion was indicated by each color.

3. Skit 
- A short skit was written for each mishna.  I wrote the skits before the lesson and presented the students with a script to use for their “performance.” The script incorporated the content of the mishna and enabled the mishna to be brought to life and to greater relevance for today’s world. 

4. Cassette - An explanation of each mishna was recorded onto audiocassette by myself, before class. This “taped lesson” was played for the students and contained a typical instruction of the mishna.

These four modalities tap the different systems with which students process their information: pictorial for the simultaneous-dominant student, cards and cassette for the sequential-dominant student, and skits for those students who like to be active in the classroom and who concentrate better while “acting out” the material. 

The class was divided into four groups. Each group composition was determined by efforts to keep it scholastically heterogeneous. This was based on the students’ previous grades and performance in the classroom. Each group consisted of four or five students and the experiment took place for four consecutive classes.  In each class, each group was instructed using one modality and rotated to other modalities during subsequent classes.  Therefore, over the four classes each group experienced each of the four modalities. 

During each class, every group received the text of the mishna and the activity by which they would learn the mishna. The students were provided with 30-45 minutes in which to prepare the material. Afterward, the mishnayot were collected and the class was given a short quiz on that day’s material. At the end of each quiz there were three feedback questions regarding the level of enjoyment in that day’s activity. After all students handed in their quizzes, the “skit” group had a chance to perform.

Classroom setup

Before the beginning of each class, the classroom was arranged with four groups of desks. Cards with the names of the students in each group were placed on the desks.

The rotation of the groups was as follows:

     Table 2: Group rotations for the different modalities

Group

Class #1
Class #2
Class #3
Class 
#4

1:

pictorial
cards

skit

cassette

2:

skit

pictorial
cassette
cards

3:

cards

cassette
pictorial
skit

4:

cassette
skit

cards

pictorial

The Four Classes

   Table 3: Average Quiz Grades

Group
Cards
Skit
Pictorial 
Cassette

1
80.6
85.8
74.5
86.6

2
85.3
71.2
71.6
89.6

3
76.5
75.2
83.75
62.3

4
87
50
85.3
80.75

Class #1

As the students entered the classroom, they were immediately interested as to what we were doing that day.  As I instructed them to take their seats, I heard some displeasure voiced by some students who were not seated with their group of friends. I did not allow changing groups, as I had carefully divided the groups ahead of time. 

After students were seated, I explained the “rules”: each group will be learning the mishna in a different method that day. Each group will have a chance to experience each method over the next four classes. The class will reconvene in 30 minutes for a quiz on the material learned.

The Learning Process:

Cassette- The students requested to take the tape recorder to a quieter room and I allowed them to do so. Two of the four students in the group understood the mishna quickly requiring no assistance from me and proceeded to explain the mishna to the two weaker students in the group. Average quiz grade of group (AQG) = 80.75

Cards-  While the students understood the mishna through the cards, it did not require much time, as the mishna was relatively short. AQG= 76.5

Pictorial- (instantly dubbed “comic strip” by the class!) The two stronger students understood the picture quickly and explained to the two weaker students. When speaking to this group, I realized that they took the example for the situation portrayed in the “comic strip” a bit too literally. I explained that they must understand the general principle along with the example. After some prompting by me, I saw that they understood the principle. The two weaker students seemed to not understand the mishna properly, however, they are two of the weakest students in the class. This was confirmed when they performed poorly on the quiz. AQG=74.5

Skit- Three of the five students took the skit seriously and understood the mishna well through this modality. The other two students were disappointed as they were not seated with their friends and “boycotted” this activity. Interestingly enough, this sort of behavior only occurred in this first class. These students participated in the following three classes. AQG= 71.2 

Class #2

The students entered the classroom and sat in their assigned groups without complaint. Some had even helped set up the desks! I handed out the graded quizzes from the previous class, assuming that immediate feedback on their performance on the previous quiz would give incentive to learn seriously in this class. I then proceeded to hand out the assignments to the groups.

The learning process:

Cassette-  The group with the tape recorder left to a quieter room. As this worked to the students’ advantage in the previous class, I raised no objection. Unfortunately, this group did not take the assignment very seriously as was shown by their poor performance on the quiz. AQG=62.3

Cards- These students understood the mishna quite well by their own efforts with the cards; I guided them occasionally. The two extremely weak students in this group were described earlier as having difficulty with the picture in the previous class, reached higher grades on this quiz (68, 67) than previously (50,60). AQG= 80.6

Pictorial - The students had a difficult time understanding the mishna through the picture without any guidance from me. I guided them through the picture and explained the connection between the picture and the text of the mishna. From their results of the quiz, they understood the mishna partially, but not fully. AQG=71.6

Skit- This group requested a quiet classroom to rehearse and to study. I agreed. After the 30 minutes allotted to the students to study, the group returned to me, very upset, complaining that they did not understand the mishna at all. I reprimanded the group for not coming to me sooner so that I could help them, but also made a mental note for myself to make it very clear to groups leaving the classroom to come to me immediately if the assignment is not clear. This group performed very poorly on the quiz. AQG= 5O

Class #3:

My students readily entered the classroom and took their seats. I noted that by this point, students who were initially very unhappy being in a group without their friends were now interacting with the other students in their group.

The mishna taught in this class was difficult to portray without a diagram.  The subject involved property rights and necessitated explanations of property borders and building directions. Therefore, considering this difficulty I emphasized my availability to the students to respond to their questions.

Learning process:

Cassette- The group attempted to understand the explanation that I had taped for them, but had difficulty understanding the scenario in the mishna without a diagram. I drew a simple diagram on the blackboard to assist them.  This group performed well on the quiz. AQG= 89.6

Cards- The two strong students in the group understood the mishna well through the cards with very little guidance from me, and proceeded to explain the mishna to the rest of the group. AQG= 87

Pictorial- With some help from me, the group understood the picture, and the connection to the mishna. AQG= 83.75

Skit- The group did not understand the mishna well through the play and asked me to explain a few points, which I clarified for them. The group then proceeded to rehearse the skit and performed the skit excellently. AQG=85.8

Class #4:

When I arrived to the classroom, the class was already organized in four groups! Unfortunately, five students were excused from my class and so the groups were somewhat smaller.

Learning process:

Cassette- These students left the classroom for approximately an hour, though they were instructed to return after 30 minutes. When they returned, the group was quite upset. They claimed not to have understood the mishna from my recording and begged me to explain it to them. I firmly told them that my instructions had been to return to the classroom immediately if they had difficulty understanding and that I would not be able to explain the mishna to them at that point. The students protested and nevertheless, took the quiz. While I had very low expectations for this group considering this occurrence, their grades were, in fact, very high. AQG= 86.6

Cards- The students said that they understood the mishna from the cards, though asked me to clarify a few points. AQG= 85.3 

Pictorial- I guided this group through the picture. Out of the three students present, two understood the mishna very well, as shown by their quiz grades. The third student, among the weaker in my class, had a difficult time understanding the principle from the examples drawn in the picture and did not perform well on the quiz. AQG= 85.3

Skit- Though the skit was performed quite well, the quizzes proved that this group only partially understood the mishna. AQG= 75.2

Feedback from Students

I received much feedback from my students during the course of this experiment, both verbally and as answers to questions at the end of each quiz.

The students, in general, appreciate a class that has a different format than a typical “frontally” taught class. As I often incorporate skits as a review of mishnayot taught in class, they anxiously await for the moment when I allow them some time to prepare skits on the topic just taught.

During these four classes, as well, the students were pleased to be doing something different. A few told me how much they had looked forward to Torah She-ba’al Peh class lately; that comment is not one I hear every day! A few suggested that other groups in Torah She-ba’al Peh should have a chance to study mishna in this manner.  

The three questions that I asked at the end of each quiz were:

1. Did you enjoy today’s activity?

2. Did you feel that you understood the mishna well through the method with which you learned today?

3. Do you have any suggestions for future classes?

For the last quiz I added a fourth question: which was your favorite method, and why?

I almost always received positive feedback from these questions, though I did receive comments about the methods.  While a lot of students enjoy doing skits, I received a number of comments that it’s a good way to review a mishna, but that they found it too difficult to understand new material from reading a skit.  

When asked which method most appealed to them, many commented that they enjoyed the pictorial  “comic strip” the best. The reasons given intrigued me. Some found it “more fun” to learn with pictures. Others commented that they understood the mishna best when looking at a picture. The latter comment especially indicates the various learning styles in my classroom. Needing to see the “whole picture” is a clear preference for simultaneous processing.

A few students commented that certain mishnayot are more appropriate to be taught in a certain way.  Others mentioned how a lot of these methods are good, but only with the teacher’s assistance.

Group observations

Three of the four groups worked well together. The stronger students helped explain material to the weaker ones. One of those groups took a class or two to warm to each other, but eventually worked well together. The fourth group was a bit too “rowdy” and did not take the assignments seriously enough. I had not realized the dynamics of these five students prior to these classes; otherwise I would not have grouped them together.

Teaching methods: what worked, what didn’t
 Throughout these trial classes, I tried to take note of how successful the methods were during class, unrelated to the quiz scores.

Cassette- I felt that the students who do not have concentration difficulties were able to grasp the mishna by listening to a recorded explanation. Unfortunately many of the students in my class do have such difficulties and, therefore, this method was not very successful. These students often approached me to explain the mishna. As it is I who was speaking on the cassette, I feel that a student who has difficulty concentrating needs eye contact with a teacher. Additionally, a dynamic teacher who makes use of the blackboard definitely provides more stimulation than an audiocassette.

Cards- I feel that this was one of the most successful methods tried in this experiment.  It provides a combination of simultaneous and sequential skills and therefore most students found this to be a helpful way to learn the mishna.

Pictorial- As I mentioned earlier, the students enjoyed this method of teaching immensely and thereby understood the mishna quite well. However, I often found myself guiding the students through the picture, as they sometimes found it a bit “busy” to follow. I think this would be a successful method to use in the classroom together with the teacher’s guidance. Students who are not self-motivated have difficulty following the picture without guidance.

Skit- The results of this method were the most surprising to me. As I often use skits as a method of reviewing material, I assumed that the students would find it enjoyable and easy to understand. However, I was mistaken. Most students approached me while attempting to prepare the skit, complaining: “Teacher, I don’t understand!”

Quiz Scores

The average quiz scores in the various methods were:

 Cards: 82.06

 Pictorial: 79.8

 Cassette: 79.25

 Skits: 72.8

It can be noted from the scores above that the cards were the most successful modality. The skits were least successful.  However, as is explained below, some individual variances did occur
.

Table 2 displays the scores for 10 students.  The “previous test” refers to the score on the exam previous to the experiment. “Skit,” “cassette,” “cards” and “pictorial” refer to the quiz scores for the day the student learned with the specific modality.  “Final” refers to the score achieved on a cumulative examination of the material taught in the four “experimental” classes.

Table 4: Examination and Quiz Scores for Individual Students

Student
Previous Test 
Skit
Cassette
Cards
Pictorial
Final



A
52
75
70
67
60
81

B
56
70
50
62
55
26

C
74
73
80
70
85
72

D
65
50
78
80
60
59

E
50
83
100
96
75
86

F
52
85
90
90
88
88

G
70
55
90
98
100
87

H
67
85
87
98
100
93

J
55
98
100
93
100
95

When comparing individual students’ scores, I realized that some students found the skits helpful for their learning. For example, A. is among the weakest students in my class. On the previous exam, she scored 52%.  However, the scores on her quizzes in this series of classes were as follows:

Cards: 67,

Pictorial: 60, 

Cassette: 70, 
Skit: 75

In this case, A. found the skit most helpful in understanding and retaining the material.  The same may be able to be said for B.

Students B., C. and D. did not show particular improvement with these modalities.  I feel that their difficulties in the classroom require more individual attention.  These students have a difficult time learning in a classroom setting. 


The remainder of the students shows significant changes in all of their scores.  Note that every score (save one) demonstrated an improvement of at least 17 points from the previous exam.  The greatest improvement was 40 points.


G.’s poor performance on the skit was most probably due to factors described earlier.  The skit is not a suggested learning method, but is better used as a tool for review.

Additional Factors:


I cannot exclude other factors that may have contributed to the improvement in grades:

 Small groups are often helpful for students who get lost in the classroom.  Israel has a particular problem with classroom size (an issue I will not expound upon here).  Working in small groups helps the student focus on the matter at hand and not become distracted or disinterested.

 The active nature of these modes encouraged the students to participate and get involved with the material. This facilitated better learning and promoted interest in the subject. 

 Those listening to the tape did not take an active role, but did go to separate classroom in order to listen. The privacy of a separate room may have compensated for this factor.

 Simply the change in style captured the interest of many students.  They were impressed by the interest I took in teaching them and in the effort I used
.

Conclusion


Whereas Torah She-ba’al Peh instruction primarily and perhaps almost exclusively utilizes sequential patterns, students are varied in their cognitive ability. Teaching patterns that utilize varied methods of instructing the subject material will achieve greater success. This success can be measured not only by elevated test scores but also by students’ positive response to different learning methods. If a student feels that a learning method is appropriate to her learning style, she will enjoy learning the subject as well.


I feel that my research of various learning styles enhanced my teaching.  I was able to understand how to make learning easier for my students as I used different learning styles, other than the one typically used in the classroom setting. Teachers of subjects other than Torah She-ba’al Peh can use these principles to create teaching methods for dealing with different learning styles. 

Continued investigation is necessary to ascertain which methods are most successful and how best to structure the classroom, accordingly.  However, relating to varied cognitive patterns in teaching Torah She-ba’al Peh is beneficial at least and necessary at most, to achieve success in the classroom.

 
I did not investigate alternative testing techniques that can be used for students with dominant simultaneous processing. I realized after the fact that students with dominant simultaneous processing may have had a difficult time putting their answers down on paper, and even though they may have understood the mishna well, they may not have had a means with which to express their comprehension.  Alternative testing methods are needed to properly evaluate simultaneous processing students’ knowledge of material taught in class.

In addition, it would be beneficial to test weak students in a more scientific manner as to their dominant learning style. This could benefit teachers in various subjects when trying to discover the most effective manner to teach a weak, and often unmotivated, student. 

Schools should join their resources in advancing simultaneous processors and elevate them from the bottom class (as the one I have taught) to a better class standing, degree of learning and academic accomplishment.
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� I must point out here that these “informal conversations” occurred with the students in my class, in which many have low motivation for schoolwork in general. I am well aware that there are many female students both in Evelina de Rothchild and in other schools, who find learning Torah She-ba’al Peh fascinating and enjoyable. 
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� This table represents only 10 students out of the actual 19 in the class. These students were selected for discussion based on attendance, as they were present for all four classes.  However, no variance in scoring patterns was seen in the omitted group and these scores are a true representation of the entire class.


The observations are made based on the information presented and my familiarity with the students.  No statistical analysis methods were employed and rules of the experiment are simply as described above. Nevertheless, I believe that the conclusions are significant and accurate.





� These lessons also need to be taken by educators and incorporated into teaching styles and environments.  Smaller classrooms, better teaching environments and efforts on the part of the teacher are all necessary for improving education.
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