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hen I began teaching 4th-grade Hebrew reading and religious 
education at Temple Emanuel Religious School in Greensboro, 
North Carolina, I was told that I would have a class of more 
than twenty students, some of whom had ADHD or learning 

disabilities, or both. Many came from diverse backgrounds, including 
single-parent, blended, same-sex, and interfaith families. Three students 
in the class were adopted. 

I was assigned to teach these students beginning Hebrew, using a primer 
published in 1984, as well as Torah and Life Cycle events, using the “Being 
Torah” curriculum by Joel Lurie Grishaver.

Since I am a special education teacher with experience working in 
urban and suburban settings, a diverse situation like this is typical for 
me. In special education, however, practitioners rely on research-based 
strategies to determine the most effective ways to: (1) teach specific 
populations of students, and (2) teach particular skills, strategies, and 
content. 

In the beginning of my first year teaching at Temple Emanuel, I searched 
the professional literature for any research-based strategies I could find 
to teach the curriculum to which I was assigned. I found some articles 
explaining the structure of Hebrew language and many articles proposing 
particular types of Jewish education programs and reforms; however, 
I was unable to find any articles that investigated the use of particular 
strategies and methods of Jewish education using human subjects as 
evidence.

The Importance of Research-based Strategies

Many people may ask, “Why are research-based strategies so important? 
I can see that my students are doing great and having fun!” Research-
based strategies are mandated in public education because they provide 
teachers with evidence, based on studies conducted on human subjects, 
that a particular teaching practice or program is likely to work for a 
specific population of students in a defined setting. Although we have no 
guarantees that these strategies will work with our specific students, they 
are more likely to work than non-validated programs.

The development of research-based strategies would provide tremendous 
benefit to the Jewish education community. In the case of Hebrew 
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reading, the development of these practices would provide teachers with curricular materials that have 
been proven to be effective for specific age groups, teaching strategies and programs to help students access 
the content, and standardized assessments to measure student progress and mastery of content. Although 
religious studies are more subjective and qualitative in nature than teaching and assessing Hebrew reading, 
research-based strategies would provide similar benefits for this area. Validated strategies would provide 
teachers with the knowledge of the most effective grade levels at which to teach particular topics in Jewish 
educational studies, the most effective instructional strategies (e.g., chevruta study, cooperative learning 
group, and whole class methods), and reliable ways to assess student progress and learning.

As with any change in tradition, barriers exist to the success of developing and implementing these practices. 
In Hebrew reading, for example, I have been unable to find any research-based practices for teaching Hebrew 
reading, simply due to the fact that studies have not been conducted in this area. Other barriers include a 
lack of funding to conduct studies at an individual school level, a lack of awareness of the benefits of using 
research-based strategies, and limited time that teachers — especially in supplemental school settings — can 
devote to this effort. I believe these barriers stem from the fact that many teachers are resigned to teaching 
Hebrew and Jewish education “the way it has always been done,” as well as a lack of a Jewish education 
organization that can develop and disseminate these practices.

As an educator who is curious about this topic, I have been conducting a study regarding the effects of 
one particular teaching strategy common to English reading instruction — peer-assisted reading — on the 
development of students’ oral reading fluency skills. Although data collection is ongoing, I hope the results of 
the study will shed light on whether peer-assisted learning is an effective strategy for teaching Hebrew reading. 

In the future, I hope to continue researching the effects of this practice as well as investigate the value of other 
common teaching and assessment strategies for English reading, as they can be adapted for Hebrew language 
instruction. By investigating the effectiveness of these methods and making the findings available to other 
Jewish educators, we can improve Jewish education one child and one classroom at a time.w


