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Toward an Agenda for Improving Mahshevet Yisrael Education 
in North American Orthodox High Schools
Yoel Finkelman

One of the central goals of Jewish education is to help students perceive the world and themselves in light of Jewish religious beliefs and ideas.  We want not only to impart facts, but to influence students' ideas and values.  Particularly given the complexities of modern life, students who are to enter the intellectual and social marketplace of contemporary society would be well served if they have begun the task of developing a coherent and sophisticated Jewish worldview that stands the test of intellectual and spiritual rigor. ATID hopes to help improve the teaching of mahshevet yisrael in North American Jewish high schools, and would like to offer some of the ATID Fellow’s initial thinking about how to do so effectively.

A great many aspects of Orthodox schools are designed to help advance students knowledge of and identity with Jewish beliefs and ideas. In some schools, a formal course in Jewish thought is part of the program, addressing aspects of Jewish theology and philosophy using texts derived from the cannon of mahshevet Yisrael.  In addition, matters of Jewish belief are inevitably addressed in some manner or another in other Jewish studies classes, such as Tanakh, halakhah, or Jewish history.  Students also absorb certain religious outlooks from tangents in class, rabbinic sermons, or the cultural atmosphere of the Orthodox community.  Ideally, these approaches will work together and in harmony.  Often, however, they do not.  In some context, there can even be reticence from addressing matters of theology, whether out of fear of raising issues of faith among observant youth, or from ignorance of the texts and subject matter.  We would like to suggest that this reticence has serious drawbacks.  If schools do not find effective and thought-out venues for addressing matters of mahshevet yisrael, students can leave high school without having begun to develop a coherent and compelling religious worldview, and without the resources to do so in the future.  Worse, students may come to believe that thinking about important religious questions is problematic or illegitimate.  

Furthermore, when mahshevet yisrael education does not get the attention it deserves, it may be presented in shallow and unsophisticated fashion.  Jewish "truth" can be offered as something simple or obvious. Sources may be oversimplified, taken out of context, or read homiletically.  Ideas that are subject to debate may be presented as unquestioned.  Students may simply hear the personal worldview of the teacher or rabbi - rather than the complexities of the theological issues and the serious Torah texts that require analysis and study.  Ultimately, our community will suffer – spiritually, morally, and religiously – if today's students cannot think about contemporary questions in a serious religious fashion.
Much has been written, particularly in Israel, about how and why the topic of mahshevet yisrael should be taught.
  Even here, however, there is little agreement about what the study of mahshevet yisrael is meant to accomplish, and how it should do so.  Mahshevet yisrael is expected to respond to youthful religious confusion and crises; to help students articulate their own theological positions on matters; enrich the religious experience and commitments of students; introduce them to the academic discipline of Jewish philosophy; familiarize them with a wide range of ideas from vastly different historical and intellectual contests; introduce them to philosophical thinking; solve religious questions they have already asked; raise and help answer religious questions that they have not already asked; allow them to think for themselves, but set limits on that thinking; encourage them to accept Orthodox doctrine; inoculate them against the intellectual and social threats of contemporary culture; and prepare students for life as adults in contemporary society. 

Each of these goals is, of course, worthy, but it should be noted that the study of mahshevet Yisrael in schools cannot do all of this, certainly not at once.  Not all aspects of mahshevet yisrael will further every goal for every student body.  A study of Rambam's grounding in Aristotelian rationalism may give students a sense of how general philosophical ideas can impact Jewish thinking, and may invigorate the most philosophically oriented student population.  It is unlikely to be spiritually inspiring.  Even the study of, say, hassidut, which seems more likely to be religiously stirring, particularly for spiritually introspective young people, will accomplish that goal better if it is taught in a manner suited to that goal.

We would like to suggest, then, that an effective way of thinking about teaching mahshevet yisrael is to correlate ends and means.  Educators can work to define which particular goals they want to accomplish with their particular students, and which ones they prefer to shelve due to lack of time and resources, or due to incompatibility with the particular student body.  Then educators can work to identify the ways in which the school in general, and/or a particularly designated mahshevet yisrael class, can help achieve those goals.  Educators should clarify the texts and pedagogic techniques that are most likely to achieve them, and build an appropriate and focused curriculum.

In this context, it should be clear that the goals of teaching mahshevet yisrael in a yeshiva high school classroom differ from those of a university research department.
  Without denigrating the exponential growth in the past several decades of the study of Jewish thought as an academic discipline in the humanities, we should keep in mind that in a yeshiva high school environment mahshevet yisrael is neither philosophy nor intellectual history.  While philosophy can be defined as "a search for a general understanding of values and reality,"
 mahshevet yisrael is in search of a particularly Jewish understanding of being, and hence privileges an understanding of values and reality as they are filtered through Torah and through Jewish tradition and practice.  Furthermore, mahshevet yisrael should not be reduced to Jewish intellectual history, if that is taken to mean, more broadly, a description of what Jewish thinkers believed in different times and places, or more specifically, a description of the interplay over time between Jewish thought and social or environmental forces.  A purely academic approach, on its own, can leave students as religious people without means to distinguish between the right and the wrong, the relevant and the irrelevant, the timely and the outdated.

Mahshevet yisrael in a high school environment wants to address not only what Jews in the past have thought about the ultimate questions, but also how Jews in the present are to search within Torah for answers to those ultimate questions.  The goal of teaching mahshevet Yisrael in an Orthodox high school is to be formative and not merely informative.
 The goal is to help students develop an intelligent Jewish worldview, and to assist them in becoming committed, knowledgeable, reflective, and critical religious people. Mahshevet yisrael comes into play whenever and wherever students’ are thinking about religious questions, whenever their religious worldviews are in formation. This may occur in a class entitled “Jewish Philosophy,” but it may also occur in another class, in informal conversation with peers or teachers, or from various aspects of the school's and community's religious cultures.  

ATID and its fellows program began in 2005 to think collectively about how to improve the learning of mahshevet yisrael in Jewish high school.  We would like to offer a brief agenda for further research and valuable resources that could help in this effort, and offer our initial contributions to fulfilling that agenda.   There are a number of items, programs, and research projects that we believe would benefit the teaching of mahshevet Yisrael – all available via: http://www.atid.org/journal/my/ 
1) Jewish education in general, and Orthodox education in particular, suffer from a lack of serious research on students' experiences and concerns.  This lack is particularly burdensome in the area of mahshevet yisrael.  Virtually everybody agrees that the study of Jewish thought should be engaging for students, and should address questions and concerns that are relevant to the student body.  Yet, teachers often determine what is relevant to students based on intuition or brief conversations with individual students.  These intuitions may not be wrong; good sensitive teachers and very likely to hit the mark, at least quite often.  Still, we lack a serious analysis of the religious experiences, concerns, doubts, problems, questions, and struggles of Orthodox teens, which makes it that much more challenging to build a mahshevet yisrael curriculum to suit their needs.  We suggest developing and distributing questionnaires about religious beliefs and ideas, and analyzing the results.  Further, we suggest a series of interviews, focus groups, and other kinds of qualitative analysis that can provide a rich understanding of what our youth believe, what they struggle with, and what they would like to study.  Ideally, these studies could be used alongside research about the religious and philosophical development of children and teens in general. 
2) Many schools teach mahsehvet yisrael in one way or another.  As is often the case in North American Orthodox education – with its isolated private schools operating largely independent of one another – schools and teachers may not communicate systematically or effectively about how they teach mahshevet yisrael, what results they see, and how this could be improved.  Making existing curricular materials available to other schools, together with written reflections on the experience of using that material, could improve the teaching of mahshevet yisrael in schools, even those that use their own, different materials and curricula.  ATID would be happy to use its website as a clearinghouse for such material, and we urge teachers to share their materials and experiences with us. 
3) As noted, it would be helpful if existing curricula and classroom materials were shared between schools.  Often, however, a curriculum that is relevant and effective in one environment or school may not be easily transferable to another one, with a different student body and different goals.  It might be stimulating if educators could get access to a number of a different models of mahshevet yisrael education, even if these models are not developed into full fledged curricula.  Such models could stimulate thoughtful and creative approaches for the specific context of the individual teachers.  These models would correlate a particular set of goals, with a particular student body, and with particular kinds of texts, pedagogic techniques, and means of assessment.  The models could suggest guidelines for triage among the numerous sources and topics that might be included in such a course. Furthermore, they would try to suggest what particular pitfalls might be encountered in each particular model, and ways to try to avoid them.  Each school or teacher could build on these models for him or herself, dependent on the student body and the educational goals.  ATID fellows and staff have begun to develop such models, and we offer Yamin Goldsmith's model of a student-centered course on issues related to Modern Orthodoxy, as well as Daphne Secunda's detailed materials for a course in basic issues in Jewish philosophy.  In addition, R. Jeffrey Kobrin of New York's Yeshivat Ramaz school, has expanded for us on his important Ten Da'at article, which describes his course preparing Orthodox students for life on college campuses. 
4) Given the broad definition of mahshevet yisrael with which we are working, it is clear that education toward Jewish beliefs and ideas occurs not only, and perhaps not even primarily, in the mahshevet yisrael classroom.  Every Jewish studies class is, implicitly or explicitly, also a mahshevet yisrael class.  A Gemara teacher is likely, over the course of teaching this or that masekhet, to say something about the nature of Torah Sheba'al Peh and how that is encapsulated in the Gemara, or about authority of Hazal.  Similarly, a class in Sefer Shoftim can hardly avoid addressing the notion of God's providence in history.  In any given class, matters relating to emunot vede'ot will come up. It would be helpful to have guidelines and suggestions for teachers that will help them use their regular classroom time to more effectively further the goals of mahshevet yisrael education. Jason Knapel and Anne Gordon have begun to offer such suggestions.  
5) Furthermore, mahshevet is, at least implicitly, taught in every aspect of school life, as students pick up religious sensibilities and attitudes from the general atmosphere.  It would be advantageous, therefore, for schools to understand how student religious worldviews are constructed by what educational researchers sometimes call the “hidden curriculum": those aspects of school life which are not part of the formal curriculum, and which teach people much about social relations, values, attitudes, and beliefs.  Yoel Finkelman's short essay on the role of the hidden curriculum in mahshevet yisrael education is a very initial step in that direction. 
6) In trying to determine the best ways of teaching mahshevet yisrael, we must also account for how well teachers are prepared to teach the material.  One of the things that makes mahshevet yisrael so difficult to teach is that even those well educated in Torah in general often do not have background in this particular sphere of Torah study.  It would be useful to survey the various institutions that provide training for future teachers, with an eye toward determining how they currently prepare future teachers for mahshevet yisrael education, and offer suggestions for how that might be improved.

7) Annotated student-friendly primary sources, are, unfortunately, sorely lacking.  Texts from the field of mahshevet yisrael are often difficult.  They may be laced with the philosophical language of a given period, written in the idiom of an esoteric Kabbalah, translated from another language, or simply dense and thorny.  These texts may not be easily usable in a high school classroom.  Contemporary texts can be easier, but students should also gain access to primary sources, which provide the background for any contemporary discussion.  Teachers, as they build curricula and as they teach complex material in their classrooms, inevitably find ways to facilitate student understanding and use of texts.  They identify sources that are both rich and accessible, and find ways of providing students with background, vocabulary, and commentary that help make those texts more accessible.  Unfortunately, these tools and scaffolded texts are often not shared with others.  It would be helpful if there was a collection or database of annotated, user-friendly primary sources for classroom use, organized and indexed topically.
8) Bibliography: Teachers who want to teach a topic in Jewish theology or hashkafah must do significant research to find out what sources are available.  Annotated bibliography about teaching mahshevet yisrael, available primary sources, and secondary sources on topics in Jewish theology or issues in contemporary hashkafah could assist teachers in preparing materials for themselves.  We have provided some initial bibliographies.  
Even where ATID and others have begun to address these issues, there is a great deal more to be done, and we urge Jewish educators and educational researchers to apply their talents to renewed thinking about these matters. 
Common Denominators 
While pushing for the agenda we have suggested, we would also like to suggest a few guidelines for teaching mahshevet yisrael in the classroom, things that, we believe, should be shared by curricula to be built or models to be suggested.   

Sources - First, the learning should be based on sources.  In order to maintain an atmosphere of intellectual and spiritual rigor, all learning should be grounded in text. The range of sources can be wide.  Sources in the more narrow genre of "Jewish philosophy" can and should be combined with sources from Tanakh, Midrash, Halakhah, Kabbalah (when appropriate), or any other sphere of Jewish writing.  These, of course, should be supplemented with works of general philosophy and thought, as well as thoughtful texts from any available source.  The test of appropriateness is that the sources can further the goals of the curriculum.  One need not agree with every text that is read – including canonized Jewish sources – but the struggle to understand and respond to them will raise the level of the class discourse. 

The Teacher - The teacher of a Jewish thought class, or one addressing issues of Jewish thought in another context, should be knowledgeable in the field.  Having spent several years "in learning" is not a guarantee that a teacher has a rich understanding of any given field of Jewish learning, and this is particularly true of mahshevet yisrael.  Teachers should be personally engaged in the study of mahshevet yisrael, whether based on experiences in universities, yeshivas, or self-study.  This can prevent the dumbing-down that could easily infect Orthodox discussions of theology and religion.  

The teacher must also identify with the course and with its goals.  The teacher should bring his or her pre-existing commitments into the classroom, and into dialogue with the sources.  A religious-Zionist teacher, for example, should legitimately and passionately defend religious-Zionism.  However, the teacher should also be cautious to present alternative position, and to address them with respect and seriousness.  Further, the teacher must respect and understand students who do not identify with the personal religious commitments of the teacher.  The teacher’s stance of critical commitment can allow the course to present and dispute different positions without degenerating into a disinterested "everything is a dispute" atmosphere, which could leave students without adequate guidance or direction.  

Since mahshevet yisrael education is not primarily focused on recall, it is particularly critical that the teachers exemplify the ethos of the discipline.  In a class focusing on classical philosophical and theological questions, the teacher ought to be personally inquisitive about those issues.  In a class focusing on self-evaluation and development of the religious personality, the teacher should be an introspective type, and one who knows how to responsibly share his or her introspection. 
Pedaogigic Techniques -  All of these models assume that mahshevet yisrael education should influence the lives of students, whether directly or indirectly.  Certain pedagogic techniques might help realize this goal.  Teachers should do what they can to help students become engaged by the problems, questions, and issues addressed in class. Some may choose to teach topics that are inherently interesting and engaging for students, such as Jewish attitudes toward sexuality.  At other times, however, it may be the task of the teacher to take a somewhat esoteric topic and bring it alive.  Students of a natural philosophical bent might consider the problem of free will to be intrinsically engaging.  Others may find it boring.  Role playing games, contemporary moral dilemmas – such as a judge trying to sentence a diagnosed kleptomaniac – might help bring the issue of the limits of free will and compulsion into focus. 

Similarly, a mahshevet yisrael class should not let the importance of recall overwhelm the larger goals.  Students must be active readers, thinkers, and processors of texts and ideas. While this is good pedagogy in almost all classes, it is particularly critical in mahshevet yisrael, where the ability to spit back, say, Rambam's definition of human perfection is, at best, a necessary step toward the students taking the notion of human perfection seriously. Teachers should use techniques associated with debating teams to help students articulate and defend theological positions – even ones which intuitively they may not agree with.  Nehama Leibowitz's famous technique of asking students to jot down questions or ideas prior to studying a text can work as well.  Small group discussions, in which a few students together try to argue out a problem or question, can help diversify the classroom time, and help students become active partners in mahshevet yisrael education. Finally, student research projects and papers will also require them to move beyond repeating what has been lectured to them, and will demand that they process texts and think about religious matters independently.

Listen to Students – A corollary of the emphasis on active student participation is that teachers should listen to students.  Serious student questions and thoughts must be respected.  The mahshevet yisrael classroom must become a "safe space" for open discussion and honest exchange of ideas.  Ideally, students will raise questions, think critically, remain focused and on-topic, challenge their own assumptions, think together with their peers, and think through the implications of new ideas for how they live their lives.  Teachers must facilitate classroom discussion in an affective and productive manner, rather than preach to students. (While mahshevet yisrael education differs in important ways from the movement associated with "philosophy for children," this approach is associated with the notion of a "community of inquiry" which has developed tools for teachers to help students debate philosophical question in an open and non judgmental manner.
)
ATID's Mahshevet Yisrael Initiative 

Beginning in 2005-2006 academic year, ATID has dedicated some of its collective attention to matters associated with mahshevet yisrael education.  The first fruits of these efforts are currently being made available via ATID's website, and we hope to continue these efforts into the 2006-2007 year.  We encourage readers to offer their questions, comments, criticisms, curricular materials, essays, and projects to us, so that we can help to educate a generation of Orthodox students who are concerned and articulate about religious and theological matters, with the hope that this will help contribute to their growth as dedicated and religiously deep Jews.(  
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� See ATID’s bibliography on "How and Why to Teach Mahshevet Yisrael" at:


http://www.atid.org/journal/my/docs/biblio-howandwhy.doc  


�For thoughtful reflections on the relationship of academic scholarship to the high school classroom, see  Joseph Schwab, "Translating Scholarship Into Curriculum," in From the Scholar to the Classroom: Translating Jewish Tradition into Curriculum, ed. Seymour Fox and Geraldine Rosenfield (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1977). 


�  Merriam-Webster's online dictionary, � HYPERLINK "http://www.merriam-webster.com" ��www.merriam-webster.com�, emphasis ours.


� See the bagrut exams in Israel, which, undermine the Ministry of Education's attempts to have an impact on the religious commitments and personality of the students.  Whatever is being taught in the classroom, what is tested is dry, impersonal, and often simplistic. Compare Mahshevet Yisrael LeHativah Ha'Elyonah Beveit HaSefer HaMamlakhti Dati (Jerusalem: Ministry of Education, 5754), pp. 5-7 and Tokhnit Limuddim: Mahshevet Yisrael Lehativat HaBeinayim BeVeit Sefer Ha'Al Yesodi HaDati (Jerusalem: Ministry of Education, 5762), pp. 5-17 with the tests, which are available at  � HYPERLINK "http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/tests/mahshevet.htm" ��http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/tests/mahshevet.htm�.


� Paraphrasing Dov Rappel, "Hora'at Mahshevet Yisrael BeVeit Hasefer," Ma’asaf LeHinukh VeHora’ah, 5 (1957), p. 160.


� On building Communities of Inquiry, see Mathew Lippman, Thinking in Education (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 


( Dr. Yoel Finkelman (yoel@atid.org) is ATID’s Director of Projects and Research, and an instructor at Midreshet Lindenbaum.
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