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HOT TOPIC: Can we use the arts to reinforce and deepen the study of Bible? 

 
 
Motivating Students to Learn Classical Texts:  
Teenagers making a film and creatively retelling a biblical story 
by Rebecca Shargel 

 
 

In a Jewish high school classroom, pairs and trios of teenagers sit in small 
groups, pouring over three different Jewish texts. A young film-maker 
wearing a kippah challenged them: “You have been selected to turn a 
Jewish story into a movie. You have two minutes to pitch your idea for a 
short film to a movie director.  Here are three texts to choose from: two 
from Genesis and one from the Talmud. (These texts were Genesis 
chapters 11 and 37 and the oven of Akhnai story from the Talmud.) Read 
them together in your group and select one that you want to turn into a 
short movie. Discuss with each other how best to adapt this text into a 
film and then present your idea to the class. Afterwards everyone will 
vote on which idea to use for our film that we will complete this week for 
a school performance.” A trio of boys selected the text of Genesis 37, 
Joseph’s competition with his brothers. They adapted it to fit into a 
television reality show. Their idea was voted to be the film by the group.  
 

The scenario above describes a week-long project at the Shoshana S. Cardin Jewish Community 
Day School in Baltimore. Between the second and third trimesters, they had a special Interim 
Week that focused on Jewish storytelling, using a variety of arts.  Prior to the week, students 
selected one medium from which they would tell a story; these included dance, fine art, and 
film-making. The aforementioned scenario described the film workshop. The teacher was a 
local film-maker who was a graduate of a Jewish day school. 
 
In this workshop, the teacher made Jewish texts indispensable to the project, as they were the 
starting point for the plot of the film. Using texts this way can counter the sense that these 
texts are foreign,1 as they become instrumental for the story line. Students enjoyed the 
challenge to effectively “contemporize” the text so that it could be filmed on their campus. 
They engaged with their stories because they had to solve the problem of how to adapt this 
ancient story into a film. Moreover, the project was enjoyable as they engaged not only their 
minds, but also collaborated with others.  
 
Lessons from this workshop can teach us new ways to motivate students to creatively interpret 
biblical texts. I see four ways that this project was effective and that can be principles upon 
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which other schools can replicate similar projects where text study could result in creative 
interpretation and performance. 

 
1. Collaborate: 
From the beginning of the project, students worked closely with each other. Students made 
personal connections to text by reading and discussing it with each other and then figuring out 
how to translate it into a film. Moreover, during the work of making the film, students 
depended on each other to carry out their roles. These included actors, videographer, sound 
technician, and prop managers that they enacted throughout the week. Collaboration occurred 
in these ways: The actors helped each other learn lines and suggested ways to make characters 
believable. The videographer and sound technician synchronized use of equipment. Prop 
managers together decided on various items to use as costumes and props and they texted 
friends various reminders. 
 
Another powerful social element was the relationship between the teacher and his students. 
Enacting the role of an informal Jewish educator, who facilitated this project as the artist-in-
resident, the teacher relied on the group process and interaction. As Barry Chazan noted, one 
characteristic of informal Jewish educators is that they rely upon interaction amongst their 
students to create a meaningful experience for the group.2 In sum, this project involved 
collaboration, from small groups of students working together towards their “pitch,” to 
students voting on the best idea, to collaborating in their various roles to work on the film.   
 
2. Use text for projects that culminate in a performance:  
Students knew that their peers would be watching their movie at the end of the week. The time 
constraint motivated students to work efficiently as they had only a week to complete the 
project that had various stages of brainstorming, editing, and shooting a film. (Because of time 
constraints, the teacher had written the screenplay based on students’ ideas.) Each day, the 
teacher reminded students about the pressure of time for the pending performance and every 
day students actively engaged with their teacher and each other to advance their project. The 
performance was motivating because students wanted their friends to see a high-quality 
product that was filled with humor.  
 
3. Facilitate making the text relevant to students’ lives: 
The teacher encouraged students to creatively reinterpret the text as they applied the story to 
contemporary times. For example, in brainstorming how Joseph today would be sold into 
slavery, students decided that slavery now is equivalent to having a job that pays the minimum 
wage.  Moreover, to give a contemporary feel, Joseph’s name was changed to “Joe” and all the 
brothers were reduced to one character named “Bro.” The slang names of “Joe” and “Bro” 
were entertaining to the actors as well as their friends. 
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4. Use Varieties of technologies: 
The teacher trusted the students to operate expensive devices such as audio and video 
equipment. They enjoyed learning how to operate such sophisticated cameras and 
microphones and enjoyed learning new skills. Furthermore, they utilized their cell phones and 
texted each other to remind them to bring various items to school.  Students remarked that 
they enjoyed learning new skills on expensive technology. 
 
In conclusion, we can learn from this case that one way to connect teens to Jewish texts is to 
see it as a resource for creative projects.  The culminating performance drove the week that 
included serious text study, discussions as to how to creatively reinterpret the text for modern 
times, and a collaborative project where students participated in a variety of roles to create a 
short film based on a biblical story.  
 
Other communities can enhance their text-study programs by using Jewish texts as the basis for 
performance. Like those at those at the Cardin school, students could work on projects where 
text served as a resource for creatively re-telling the story in a variety of media such as film, 
dance, theater, art or craft. They could employ local talent with a host of skills and technologies 
that could help students collaborate on similar projects.  Furthermore, our schools and camps 
could flexibly employ people who co-create projects with students to engage them in 
cooperating with each other to make the text relevant to their lives.  
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