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TORAH LISHMA 

by Shira Lowenstein 

 

In Pirkei Avot 6:1 (Ethics of the Fathers), we learn that a person who learns purely for the sake of 
learning will merit many things.  The mishnah goes on to tell us how important this concept is: a 
person who learns for no merit will have abundant auxiliary rewards.  As a teacher, I firmly 
believe in learning for no outward reward. How do I get my students to embrace this idea?  How 
can I teach them to love learning just for the love of it?  How can I show them the importance of 
their education, without sounding didactic and phony?   
 
As a day school teacher who has worked with many middle school students, I try and get my 
students to understand that learning is important.  I don’t want them to learn so that they are 
admitted to a particular high school, or to memorize facts to get a good grade on a test.  I want 
my students to learn for the sake of learning.  Middle schoolers don’t always see the value in this.  
They are goal-driven, consequence-driven, and often want to give the least amount of effort for 
the greatest amount of reward. 
 
As their teacher, I have struggled with the idea of how to get them to see that learning is a never-
ending process filled with small rewards that often are more subtle than they would like to see.  
Then it occurred to me that I need to be more transparent with my students about my own 
teaching practice. 
 
As an educator, I am constantly trying to learn more about my own teaching.  I want to become a 
better practitioner and also improve my content knowledge.  I love what I do, and I want to learn 
more.  I always am trying to gain new ideas and am constantly asking questions.  I learn along 
with my colleagues in chevrutot and in small learning groups.  This is exactly what I want my 
students to do. It seems natural that I need to make them see that part of my adult life consists of 
daily learning. 
 
When my colleagues come into my class to ask questions, I began to make it a point to tell my 
students that we were trying to problem-solve together.  I taped a chevruta session that I had with 
another teacher and showed the video to my students.  We then looked at the tape and took 
apart what I did well as a chevruta learner and what I could improve upon.  I asked the students 
to try some of the strategies that I had used when they were learning together in chevruta.  When 
my intern and I plan a lesson together, we often sit in a very public location and explain to our 
students exactly why it takes so long to plan for next week.  When I tape my class to watch at a 
later time, I first lead a discussion with my students about what I would do with the footage and 
how I would use it to further my own learning. 
 
Did this change the behavior of my students?  Was the middle school suddenly transformed into 
an environment where students don’t care about grades or competition?  Let’s not kid ourselves.   
Middle schoolers are at a developmental stage where they want to see rewards for their actions.  
They care about the approval of their peers and live for immediate gratification.  I would say, 
however, that the students learned that my passion for learning is useful in my real life.  They 
really believe me when I say “I don’t care about grades.”    They know that I am a learner and will 
always be.  They can see that the skill of learning has inherent value and does not only apply to 
grades and tests.  
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Perhaps someday they, too, will embrace their own learning.  Until then, they will know that I am 
definitely one adult in their lives who loves to learn, who firmly believes that learning itself is 
enjoyable.  My students know that I will continue to learn even when I don’t get a grade, and, 
when they are ready I am here to learn with them. 
 
That same line in Pirke Avot notes that when my student finally realizes the value of learning for 
no apparent gain, then “the entire world is worthwhile for him/her alone.” 
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