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❖ 5 chapters, 2 appendices 

❖ This thesis addresses the issue of special education especially for the Jewish 

community. Drawing upon a wide range of Biblical and Rabbinic texts, it compiles 

and analyzes traditional Jewish thought regarding the education of special needs 

children within a single compendium. 

❖ The goal of this thesis was to locate, identify, and analyze the sacred Jewish texts 

dealing with the education of those with special needs and apply those texts to our 

modern supplementary religious education system, integrating these classic materials 

with modem educational methods relating to special education. 

❖ This thesis is divided into the following parts: 

► I chapter provides a definition and discussion of "special needs" 

► 2 chapters which identify and examine Biblical and Rabbinic texts that apply 

to special needs education 

► 2 chapters address the application of those Jewish sources to the education of 

special needs students in our congregational schools 

► 2 appendices that list the Biblical and Rabbinic sources relating to special 

needs education, divided by category 

❖ Materials used in this thesis included: Biblical and Rabbinic Texts, articles and books 

about Jewish special education, and articles, books and the internet on the topic of 

special needs and special education in the secular world. 
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Introduction 

In a 1999 survey of all Congregational schools, regardless of affiliation, in the 

New York Metropolitan area I only 68 congregations were identified as having a program 

for special needs students. Of these. only 18 schools (twenty-six percent) had programs 

for the Developmentally Disabled, 7 schools (ten percent) had programs for students with 

hearing impairments, and 4 (approximately six percent) had programs for students who 

were Physically Disabled. Yet nearly 35 years earlier, in the fall of 1966, a conference 

entitled 11 Religious Education for the Handicapped: A Birthright" addressed the need for 

the Jewish community to educate disabled students. We still have far to travel. 

In 1993 the UAHC published a set of requirements for congregational 

certification called "Liheyot: Access to Judaism." The purpose was to ensure that all 

congregations arc accessible to those with special needs. This year, the UAHC's 

Department of Jewish Family Concerns is releasing an informative publication about 

creating educational programs for students with special needs, called "Al-Pi Darco: 

According to Their Ways." The topic of special needs education clearly remains in the 

forefront of our religious thought. 

I have been interested in the area of special needs for many years. Throughout my 

time in public school I had academic difficulties; school was hard work. It was not until I 

1 This survey was conducted by the Board of Jewish Education of Greater New York, 
FEGS • Long Island Division, and the Westchester Jewish Community Services, and 
included New York City and its Boroughs, Nassau County, Suffolk County, and 
Westchester County. 
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was in college that my difficulty was identified. I discovered that I had a reading~ 

processing learning disability. At the age of 27. when I finally learned to read Hebrew in 

an adult education class, the teacher gave the class a couple of 'tricks' to help remember 

the letters. That was my beginning. 

As I started to teach Hebrew school, I used the tricks that my teacher had taught 

me along with a few other tricks that I created on my own along the way. What I found 

was that the students who had difficulties in class as well as the other students seemed to 

benefit from using these Hebrew 'tricks'. As time went on, I discovered more techniques 

and strategies for teaching Hebrew. These I share with other teachers. For the past four 

years I've taught two courses at the Long Island Temple Educators Conference entitled, 

"'Tricks' for Beginner and LD Hebrew Readers" and "Strategies for Hebrew Reading: 

Including LD Readers." 

When the time came to choose a thesis topic, I chose one which was not only 

relevant to my personal situation, but also one which I could not find much written 

information about: what our sacred texts say about educating those with special needs 

and its application to our congregational schools. While I was researching I discovered 

that there was very little written about educating those in congregational schools. Most of 

the material I was able to locate that was written specifically for congregational schools 

on the topic of special needs had to do with teaching Hebrew. The majority of the 

information available about educating those with special needs was for either secular 

schools or Jewish day schools. Furthermore, this material had very few textual 

references, and those references were not exceedingly varied or uncommon. 



What has surprised me the most over these many months of research was the 

wealth of texts from both Biblical and Rabbinic sources. I did not think when I first 

started this paper that I would find nearly 50 Biblical references and over 110 references 

from Rabbinic literature. Furthermore, the texts covered an entire spectrum of topics 

ranging from inclusiveness to teaching methodologies to education of the gifted student. 

Many of the methodologies that were used to teach those with special needs hundreds and 

even thousands of years ago are methods that we still use today. It is amazing how little 

has changed. 

Today we identify five basic categories of special needs: Learning Disabilities, 

Developmental Disabilities, Physical Disabilities, Emotional Disabilities and the Gifted. 

We are aware of many more types of disabilities, all of which can fit into one or more of 

these five areas. Our ancestors may not have labeled each child according to the names 

that we have today. However, they were aware that there were many children who did not 

learn as others did and believed that we are obligated to educate each child according to 

their own special needs. 
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Chapter I 
Who are Students with Special Needs? 

The field of education changes and grows to accommodate the learners of the 

times and the needs of the people. In the secular world, we see schools vying to compete 

with each other for the attention of the residents. Local taxpayers look at different school 

districts to see which ones meet the needs of their children. Candidates for public office 

talk about their views and what they feel should be the educational goals of the country. 

The focus on education is foremost in the eyes of the people. 

New York State reflects the changes going on in education throughout the 

country. In New York State, for example, there has developed a set of 'Leaming 

Standards' for the 21 st Century which students are required to meet. These standards have 

been established in seven different areas: English/ Language Arts, Math/ Science and 

Technology, Social Studies, the Arts, Languages other than English, Heath/ Physical 

Education and Home Economics, Career Development and Occupational Studies. The 

New York State Academy for Leaming and Teaching states, "At the approach of the 

twenty-first century, the Board of Regents approved a new set of learning standards for 

New York students. They represent the core of what all people should know, understand 

and be able to do as a result of their schooling. As such, these learning standards are to 

form the basis for a re-vision of education in New York. "2 In addition, New York State's 

goals include: 

2 New York State Academy for Teaching and Learning, New York State Education 
Department, (accessed 13 October 2000), available online 
www.nysatl.nysed.gov/standards.html. 
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• All students will meet high standards for academic perfonnance and personal 

behavior and demonstrate the knowledge and skills required by a dynamic world.3 

• Education, information, and cultural resources will be available and accessible to all 

people:~ 

These statements reflect the need for all students to meet the high standards in 

education regardless of their abilities. Educators are empowered to use a variety of 'tools' 

available to meet the individual needs of each student, while at the same time giving each 

student the knowledge and skills that they need to thrive in our ever-changing world. 

Utilizing devices such as learning styles, learning modalities, student characteristics, 

effective teaching strategies and faculty/staff development, a continuum of services for 

students with special needs may be necessary for successfully meeting the educational 

challenges in New York and other states throughout the country. 

Diversity in Children 

When one looks into the face of a child, one sees that each child is unique. 

Children bring with them their past experiences, their genetic pool, their own personality 

and along with a whole plethora of variables, their own unique abilities. School systems 

try to respond to the needs of their students, knowing that no two are alike. Many average 

students find difficulty with some aspect of their schoolwork. Experts tell us that over 4.9 

million children in the school systems today have some sort of special needs.5 Just a few 

years ago, the number of students recognized by the experts in the field as having special 

3 New York State Education Department, (accessed 13 October 2000), available online 
www .nysed.gov. 
4 Ibid. 
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needs in the public system were approximately 4 millionti. This change has come about 

because professionals are now recognizing greater diversity in the learning capabilities of 

students. A child who is found to have problems copying notes off a blackboard while 

having no trouble writing an essay was once considered a difficult child. Today, one 

understands that this child has a form of a perceptual processing problem which becomes 

apparent when transferring information from one plane to another. Now recognized as a 

learning disability, this type of problem along with others, was not previously included in 

our educational statistics. 

Special needs students fall into five general categories; students with learning/ 

processing disabilities, students with developmental disabilities, students with physical 

disabilities, students with emotional disabilities, and students who are gifted. Though 

there are five distinct groupings, none of them are exclusive; there may be overlap from 

students in one group into another. For example, there may be child with a learning 

disability who is musically gifted. Current research has shown that people learn in a 

variety of different ways. Howard Gardner in his theory of Multiple Intelligences 

suggests that people possess a full spectrum of intelligences, and that each individual 

reveals distinctive cognitive features. Individuals possess varying amounts of each of 

seven intelligences and learn through the strengths in each ofthem.7 

5 Samuel A. Kirk, James J. Gallagher and Nicholas J. Anastasiow, Educating Exceptional 
Children, Ninth Edition, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2000), 4-5. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Linda Campbell, Bruce Campbell and Dee Dickenson, Teaching & Learning Through 
Multiple Intelligences, (Needham Heights, Massachusetts: Allyn & Bacon, 1996). xv. 
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Before one can understand the varying types of disabilities, it is important to 

know what a disability is. The Americum· with Di.mhiliti<·s Act (ADA) defines disabilities 

as follows: 

• a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more of the major life 

activities of the individual 

• a record of a substantially limiting impairment, or 

• being regarded as having a substantially limiting impairmentK 

This does not mean, however that a temporary impairment, such as a broken bone 

is considered a disability. The ADA is quite specific in what is considered an impairment. 

It states that an impairment refers to a problem with a 'major life activity, those which 

average Americans do with little or no difficulty. This includes caring for one's self, 

walking, talking, breathing, learning, performing individual tasks and working.•9 The 

ADA does recognize that an impairment is measured 'objectively'. It is a comparison to 

others' ability to perform specific activities. If a person has difficulty carrying out any of 

these activities, that person has an impairment. The 'substantially limiting impairment' 

provision is designed to protect those individuals with physical or mental impairments 

which may not limit one of their major life activities but are perceived as doing so. For 

example: an employer discriminates by refusing to hire a cerebral palsy victim simply 

because of the individual's physical appearance. 10 

8 "Americans with Disabilities Act; Glossary". The President's Committee on 
Employment of People With Disabilities, (Washington, D.C., 1990), 2. 
9 "Americans with Disabilities Act". The President's Committee on Employment of 
People With Disabilities, (Washington, D.C., 1990), 2. 
10 Ibid., 3. 

-4-



1 
j 
i 

j 
; 
j 

1 
}. 

Learning/ Processing Disabilities 

The term learning di.mhilities has often been viewed as vague, even among 

researchers. because it encompasses a variety of disorders that often overlap. 11 In many 

instances learning disabled children in their pre-school years are seen as very bright. 

Often called the hidden handicap, learning disabilities are not usually manifested until 

school age when these students are unable to successfully reach their full academic 

potential. which can be a surprise to many teachers. Once tested, these children are found 

to have average or more often above average intelligence. 

According to the Education of All Handicapped Children Act. Public Law 94-142, 

learning disabilities refers to a 'disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 

processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written ... '12 It occurs 

in many forms and covers broad categories, which include difficulties is several areas: 

listening, thinking, speaking, reading, writing, and mathematics. Some professionals list 

mathematical calculation and mathematical reasoning as two separate areas. In addition, 

spelling is considered by some as its own distinct area. Nevertheless, experts do list the 

six areas above as the general areas in which learning disabilities are evident. Leaming is 

found to be slower or different in the 'affected area(s)' and therefore performance in 

school is uneven. Each person with a learning disability is unique, presenting different 

combinations and severity of problems. 

11 Rick Allen, "Leaming Disabilities: At the Assessment Crossroads," Curriculum 
Update. (Fall 2000), 2. 
12 Taking the First Step ... To Sofring Learning Disabilities, (Pittsburgh: Association for 
Children with Leaming Disabilities). 2. 
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Leaming/ Processing Disabilities include those disabilities which are linked to 

visual perception and processing difficulties, as well as auditory perception and 

processing difficulties. 

Children with these types of disabilities are children with at least average 

to near average intelligence whose achievements in learning are 

significantly lower than their intellectual potential, even though all other 

basic integrities needed for learning are present. This includes intact 

sensory abilities. i.e. vision and hearing. basic emotional health, a decent 

opportunity to learn provided by home and school. The learning problems 

are based upon disturbances or differences in some of the basic 

psychoneurological processes needed for the receiving, processing storage 

and activation of infonnation.13 

There are four criteria that must be considered when identifying children with 

learning disabilities: academic difficulties, discrepancy criterion, exclusion criterion, and 

neuropsychological criterion. i.i In the academic difficulties criteria, the child with 

learning disabilities has difficulty learning how to read, write, spell, organize thoughts, or 

do mathematical calculations. The child that is identified here is compared with children 

of the same age. These 'academic difficulties' have a direct correlation with the work a 

child does or is able to do in the classroom. 

Discrepancy criterion distinguishes between a child1s academic potential and 

personal academic achievement. Children in this category have the intellectual ability to 

perform in school, yet they show problems with schoolwork. There is a serious disparity 

between what they should be able to do and what they are actually able to accomplish. 

The exclusion criterion rules out the classification of learning disabilities for children 

13 Reuven Hammer, The Other Child in Jewish Education: A Handbook on Leaming 
Disabilities, (United Synagogue Commission of Jewish Education, 1979), 19 - 20. 
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who show learning problems which are explained by conditions other than learning 

disabilities. These are problems which are caused by visual or hearing impairments, 

mental retardation, motor disabilities, emotional disturbances or environmental factors. 

Finally. the neuropsychological criterion refers to children whose basic learning 

disabilities are the results of some type of neuropsychological disorder. This includes 

disturbances in perceptual-motor functioning or problems with the brain's perceptual 

functioning such as short-term or long-term memory problems. 

Almost one-half of the students who are recipients of special education services 

are categorized as learning disabled. This disorder is referred to as one of the least 

understood and most debated disabling conditions in the United States (Lyon & Moats, 

l 993)Y In the pre-referral process, a classroom teacher tries to cope with a child's 

learning problems before referring him/ her for special education. There is much that the 

classroom teacher can do on his/her own without sending a child for special education. 

(This will be discussed further in Chapter 4 of this paper.) In addition, it is understood 

that there are many learning disabled children who are not categorized as needing special 

education services. Some of these children have found ways to compensate for their own 

personal special needs through their own hard work, by creating 'tricks' which clue them 

into the correct answer or way of doing something, or even by depending on friends and 

family for help. Some children take additional classes outside of school to assist them 

with their difficulties. In school systems, it is statistically unlikely that all children are 

identified, and some just slip through the cracks. These are the ones that fool the system. 

14 Kirk, Gallagher and Anastasiow, 220. 



Sally Smith identified 17 different behaviors that learning disabled students use to hide 

their problems. 16 These include; super confidence - 'Oh, sure, everybody knows that!', 

being a clown, being the victim - 'That's not fair', acting bored, not caring, being helpless, 

pretending illness, and being the 'tough guy', to name a few. 

Further, there are two classifications of learning disabilities, ac:<ldemic learning 

disabili~v. and neurop.\yc:hologic:al or developmental learning disabili~v. An 'academic 

learning disability' is a condition that inhibits reading, writing, spelling or computation 

thereby affecting a child's performance in school. Many of these academic learning 

disabilities deal with reading. Dr. Estelle L. Fryburg defines these terms that deal with 

reading and learning disabilities: 

• Reading - Communication between an author and a reader during which the reader 

accurately recognizes (word recognition) and interprets (comprehension) the graphic 

symbols which represent language and the author's message. 

• Writing - The act of recording language in graphic symbols that include physical 

activities often used in written communication, such as handwriting, spelling and 

grammar. 

• Reading Disability -Severe impairment or an inability to read as indicated by a 

substantial discrepancy between anticipated (intellectual level and/or chronological 

age) and actual achievement, despite reading instruction and the opportunity to learn. 

15 Estelle L. Fryburg, Reading and learning Disahili(v: A Neuropsychologic:al Approach 
to Evaluation and Instruction, (Springfield, Illinois: Charles C Thomas Publisher, Ltd. 
1997), 34. 
16 Sally L. Smith, "The Mask Students Wear," Instructor, (April l 989), 27-28, 31-32. 
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Reading disability, reading retardation and reading disorder are words which are used 

synonymously. Reading disorder is the tenn used in the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders IV under the category of learning disorders. 17 

Since different abilities of children, including attention, memory and problem 

solving, are still developing when they begin to read, a reading difficulty may be 

evidence of differing rates of maturation. a deficiency in one or more of the student's 

abilities or the interaction between the learner and the method of instruction. 18 

One type of reading disability is dyslexia; which is actually a language based 

learning disability. Dyslexics experience difficulty utilizing language skills particularly 

in reading, writing, spelling and sometimes math. Studies suggest that 15-20% of the 

population has a reading disability and of those, 85% have dyslexia. 19 The problems 

shown by dyslexics involve difficulties in acquiring and using language. About 60% of 

dyslexic people have phonological difficulties, which means that they find it difficult to 

sort out the sound within words.10 The most common school-age signs of dyslexia 

include: 

• letter reversals, b for d 

• word reversals, rat for tar 

• inversions, m and w, u and n 

• transpositions, felt and left 

• substitutions, house and home 

17 Ibid., 32. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Dyslexia Basics, (Baltimore: The International Dyslexia Association (IOA), May, 
2000, accessed 30 October 2000) available online http://www.interdys.org. 
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• difficulty reading words in isolation (out of context) 

• difficulty reading similar words, country and county 

• using the wrong (similar sounding) word 

• awkward pencil grip 

• avoids reading out loud 

This list is far from being totally inclusive. There are many other signs of 

dyslexia, but the above list is representative of many of the problems dyslexics have been 

found to have. Dyslexic is a most debatable term, since there are many types of reading 

disabilities. Unfortunately, it has become common for children with reading disabilities 

to be called dyslexic if they show signs of reading problems. 

Some professionals feel that if one could pinpoint the children at risk and give 

them early and appropriate help, we could reduce the frequency and/or severity of 

dyslexia. Their objective is to demonstrate statistically significant correlation between 

early childhood measures and later school achievement. However, most clinicians feel 

that even significant correlation does not guarantee that individual children at risk for 

dyslexia will be identified. 21 It may be easier to predict which children would be good 

readers than who will be dyslexic. for a low score may reflect low intellectual 

functioning, cultural deprivation or emotional stress. Low achievement in early tests does 

not necessarily mean that one has a learning disability. Only a thorough analysis can 

actually determine the type of learning disability a child has and whether it is dyslexia or 

another type of reading disability. 

20 What is Dyslexia, (UK: Dyslexia Institute, 1999, accessed 30 October 2000), available 
online http://www.dyslexia-inst.org.uk/faqs.htm. 



Many poor readers have language/ reading impainnents that are more widespread 

than are typically found in dyslexia, problems that go beyond phonological processing. 

Tenned language-learning disabled (LLD), these children also have limitations with 

vocabulary, syntax, or text processing. Unlike dyslexia, children who are LLD have 

broad-based problems with comprehension. Two separate categories of LLD have been 

recognized, spec!fic language impaired and nonspeqfic language impaired. Modem 

researchers have begun to compare the reading and reading-related cognitive abilities of 

specific and nonspecific language impaired children. Further, a third category of reading 

disability has been identified. Hyperlexics are poor readers who have problems in 

listening comprehension but with few difficulties in phonological processing and word 

recognition. Much less is known about this subgroup of poor readers. 

Leaming disabilities are not limited to reading. Dyscalculia 1s an inability to 

conceptualize numbers, number relationships (arithmetic facts) and outcomes of 

numerical operations (estimating the answers to numerical problems before actually 

calculating).22 According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES 1997, 

123-4) almost 93% of America's 17 year-olds graduate without proficiency in multi-step 

problem solving and algebra, and 22% of American adults cannot perfonn simple 

arithmetic (NCES I 997, 416 ). 23 Although some dyslexics have similar problems with 

sequencing and organization, the problems of the dyscalculic stem from the language, 

21 Nathlie A. Badian, "Predicting Dyslexia in a Preschool Population," in Preschool 
Prevention qf Reading Failure (Parkton, Maryland: York Press, 1988), 78-9. 
22 "Dyscalculia," (Framingham, MA: The Center for Teaching/ Leaming Mathematics, 
1997, accessed 11 December 2000.), available online 
http://www. shianet. org/ ~reneenew/ BerkshireM ath.h tml. 

- 11 -



concepts and the procedures of the mathematics. Dyscalculia can fit into three different 

categories. The Center for Teaching/ Leaming Mathematics clarifies, 11Qualitative 

dyscalculia is a deficit in the skills of counting and calculating. Quantitative dyscalculia 

is the result of difficulties in comprehension of instructions or the failure to master the 

skills required for an operation. Intermediate dyscalculia involves the inability to operate 

with symbols, or numbers. "24 The following characteristics are often displayed by 

dyscalcu lies: 

• Normal or accelerated language acquisition: verbal, reading, writing. Poetic 

ability. Good in areas of science (until a level of higher math skills is required), 

geometry, and creative arts. 

• Difficulty with abstract concepts of time and direction. Unable to keep track of 

time. Difficulty with schedules. 

• Inconsistent results in addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. Poor 

mental math ability. 

• reversals in writing or copying 

• substitutions, 2 for 5 

• transpositions, 75 for 57 

• uses fingers when counting 

• unable to grasp and remember math concepts, rules, formulas, sequences 

• difficulty with recipes 

23 "Diagnosing Math Leaming Disabilities/ Recommended Practices," (Henderson, 
Michigan: Dyslexia & Dyscalculia Support Services, 1998, accessed 11 December 2000), 
available on Ii ne http://www.shianet.org/ ~reneenew /Edu502 .html. 
24 Ibid. 



• difficulty with spatial orientation; left-right orientation; reading and interpreting 

maps, charts and measurements 

• difficulty dealing with money 

• difficulty keeping score during games, or remembering how to keep score 

• difficulty sight-reading music, learning fingering to play an instrument 

This list gives a general understanding of some of the characteristics of 

dyscalculia. Dyscalculics may exhibit some of the characteristics listed above, while still 

others exhibit characteristics not mentioned here. 

Developmental agraphia or dysgraphia, a handwriting disability, may exist in 

isolation but more commonly occurs with other learning difficulties, such as dyslexia, 

dyscalculia, and attention deficit disorder,25which may make it difficult to identify, 

diagnose and treat. Writing is the act of recording language in graphic symbols which 

includes the physical activity of handwriting, spelling, and grammar, and is used in 

written communication. Dysgraphia interferes with the communication of ideas from the 

brain to the paper. It is a neurological disorder, as are other learning disabilities, and 

cannot be cured but can be understood and worked with. 

Children can been seen to have handwriting problems that are dysgraphic in 

nature but are not neurologically based. This non-specific dysgraphia may result from 

psychosocial deprivation, poor school attendance, or developmental disabilities such as 

mental retardation. Some children do not develop adequate handwriting skills because 

they have not received proper or enough instruction in writing. 

'.!!i Renee M. Newman, "Dysgraphia: Causes and Treatment," (Henderson, Michigan: 
1998, accessed I I December 2000), available online 
http://www.dyscalculia.org/Edu563.html. 
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Two types of neurological based dysgraphia are seen. In the first type, students 

fonn accurate answers and legible letters, but write exceedingly slow, generally resulting 

in unfinished work. The second type exhibits poor quality handwriting. where letter 

fonnation is illegible and results are unproductive. Writing speed of the second type of 

student can vary from slow to adequate.:!6 In addition dysgraphics are often characterized 

by: 

• decreased writing speed 

• mixture of print and cursive letters 

• misuse of line and margin 

• difficulty using writing as a communication tool 

• irregular shapes and sizes of letters 

• fingers easily become cramped when writing 

Although dysgraphic students have difficulties with the written word, they can 

usually express themselves in other ways. The verbal ability of many with dysgraphia is 

high, as they try to compensate for their special need. Students with this type of 

handwriting difficulty are eligible for special education under the federal IDEA­

Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act, amended 1997. 

The classification of 'neuropsychological or developmental learning disability' 

includes children with attention problems, memory problems. and disorders in thinking 

and using language, which in turn leads to difficulties in academic situations. 

Attention deficit disorder (ADD) and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD) are considered learning disabilities within this classification. They affect an 

26 Ibid. 



"estimated 35 % of school age children, or 1.46 to 2.46 million American children", 

according to the United States Department of Education. (USDE, 1994)27 affecting boys 

four to nine times more frequently than girls-2'' A biological disorder and not an 

emotional disability, many ADD/ADHD children take medication to try to control their 

behavior. The most common signs associated with attention deficit are: 

• insatiability --difficulty being satisfied, difficulty being contented 

• disinhibiton -- says or does things without regard to social consequences; may fly 

off the handle with little provocation; lack of planning 

• overactivity -- selective attention; moves from one activity to another; does not 

'sit still' even when sitting still 

• impersistence -- difficulty falling asleep; difficulty following through, many tasks 

may be left unfinished 

• inconsistency -- variations in focus (has 'off days or weeks) 

• inattention and distractibility -- difficulty with paying attention; difficulty 

focusing on 2 stimuli at once (teacher and taking notes) 

• social failure -- does not fit in with other children. 

• superficiality -- interests are highly superficial; responds quickly to rewards 

ADD/ADHD children often feel isolated from their peers displaying behaviors 

that are age-inappropriate and intense. It is not uncommon for their behaviors to be 

emotional and overactive. However, it should be noted that the hyperactivity should not 

be confused with normal activity. 

27Renee M. Newman, "Home-School Management for Attention Deficit." (Henderson, 
Michigan: Dyslexia &. Dyscalculia Support Services, 1998, accessed 11 December 2000), 
available on line http://www. sh ianet.org/ ~reneenew /AD HD .html. 
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In the classroom, ADD/ ADHD children tend to draw the attention of the teacher 

by being a negative force in the classroom. These children are not necessarily less 

intelligent that other children in the classroom, however their behavior and 

inattentiveness affects their own work completion and test performance. It is important 

for both teachers and students to know that the ADD/ADHD child does not choose to 

behave in a disruptive manner. 

According to the National Information Center for Children and Youth with 

Disabilities, the term learning disabilities refers to "a category of children and does not 

describe a specific deficit of dysfunction of the child or the specific academic or 

achievement problem of the child. 1129Children with learning disabilities have unusual 

ways of perceiving the world, and their needs are varying. The types of learning 

disabilities and the needs of these children range from behavioral to language to social. A 

few of the more common types of learning disabilities that are seen in educational 

systems have been described here, but this list is far from being inclusive. 

Developmental Disabilities 

Much of the early research on learning disabilities came out of studies of mildly 

retarded children.30 Academic similarities can been seen between these two groups of 

children which include reading difficulties, working below grade level and personal 

frustration. Developmental learning disabilities have already been discussed in the 

previous section. 

28 Ibid. 
29 Kirk, Gallagher and Anastasiow, 220. 
30 Samuel A. Kirk and James J. Gallagher, Educating Exceptimwl Children, Sixth 
Edition, Instructor~ ... Manual, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1989), 67. 
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Different from people with developmental learning disabilities, those with 

developmental disabilities have lifelong conditions which occurred at or before birth, in 

childhood or before the age of twenty-two. The Federal definition of developmental 

disabilities, as it appears in the Developmental Disabilities Assistance and Bill of Rights 

Act of I 990, Public Law 101-496, Section 102 also states that: 

The term 11 developmental disabilities" (DD) means severe, chronic disabilities of a 

person five years of age or older which ... 

• is attributed to a mental or physical impairment or combination of mental and 

physical impairments; 

• is likely to continue indefinitely 

• results in substantial functional limitations in three of more of the following areas 

of major life activity ... self care, receptive and excessive language, learning, 

mobility, self-direction, capacity of independent living, and economic self­

sufficiency, and 

• reflects the person's needs for a combination and sequence of special, 

interdisciplinary, or generic, treatment, or other services that are of lifelong or 

extended duration and are individually planned and coordinated31 

Mental retardation, which accounts for 70% of those with developmental 

disabilities32, is the most common of all the developmental disabilities. Historically, 

professionals tried to distinguish among the different levels of mental retardation by 

31 DD InSite, The Techknowlege Developmental Disability Resource for Georgia, 
(accessed 23 December 2000), available online 
www.arch.gatech.edu/crt/Techknow/DDdis.htm. 
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assigning labels; originally idim, imbecile and moron~ later the terms mild. moderate, 

severe and projimnd. Mild indicated development at one-half to three-fourths of the 

normal rate; moderate describes development at one-half of the nonnal rate; severe 

places the individual at approximately one-fourth of the normal level; and projinmd 

places the person at less than one-fourth the normal rate of cognitive development, where 

normal is attributed to an 'average' IQ and abilities. These terms put the emphasis on the 

individual, making it seem as though the problem is the child as opposed to the disability. 

Another way of looking at the situation is looking at the level of support the 

individual needs. In this method, the intensity of support is measured as intermittent, 

limited, extensive and pervasive. Intermittent indicates that a level of support is needed 

but is not necessary at all times. Limited refers to support that is needed on a regular basis 

but for short periods of time. Extensive describes support that is ongoing and regular. 

Finally, the pervasive level indicates that the individual needs constant high-intensity 

help which involves more staff members than the other categories. 

Based on the list of adaptive skills that can describe and rate the functional ability 

of a mentally retarded individual, it is possible to have a lower than average IQ and still 

be self sufficient in the community. These skills include: communication, self-care, home 

living, social, community use, self-direction, health and safety, functional academics, 

leisure and work. 

The limited cognitive ability of the mentally retarded child is their most obvious 

characteristic. Many children who have mental retardation have problems in central 

3~ Ginny Thronburgh and Ann Rose Davie, All That Ml~V Worship: An Interfuith 
Welcome to People 1r'o'ith Disabilities, (Washington D.C.: National Organization on 
Disability, 1992), 29. 
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processing. This problem is seen in language related subjects such as reading and the 

language arts. and may result in an academic lag of up to two to five grade levels. Those 

with mental retardation have slower rates of learning and a limited capacity for abstract 

thinking. There has been a move recently to study elements of language of the mentally 

retarded, so that there can be a better understanding of their language and communication 

skills. For these studies, semantics (meaning and comprehension) is separated from 

pragmatics (the use of language for communication) and phonology (speech 

. )D expression . --

The conditions that are considered developmental disabilities result in personal 

limitations which are sometimes severe. Developmental disabilities are attributed to 

mental retardation or related conditions which include, autism, cerebral palsy, down's 

syndrome, epilepsy, traumatic brain injury, spinal cord injury, or some other neurological 

condition. The special needs of de\elopmentally disabled children vary with the 

conditions they have and the level of severity of the conditions. 

Physical Disabilities 

Children with physical disabilities have many different types of conditions. Most 

of these affect either the neurological system (the brain, spinal cord or nerves) or the 

musculoskeletal system (the muscles, bones or joints).34 In the neurological system, the 

spinal cord and nerves send messages from the brain to the different parts of the body. 

This area controls functions such as muscle movement and brain communication, and to 

some extent sight and hearing. Neurological conditions include cerebral palsy, epilepsy 

33 Kirk, Gallagher and Anastasiow, 179. 
34 Ibid., 488. 
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or Tourette syndrome. The musculoskcletal system includes muscles that support the 

frame of the body, the skeleton. Problems in this area can result in muscular dystrophy, 

arthritis, scoliosis or polio. 

For the sake of this paper, visual and hearing impairments will be included in the 

section of physical disabilities. These conditions may or may not be neurologically based, 

but may be caused by a malfunction in the eyes or ears themselves. 

Visual impairments range from normal vision to profound visual difficulty to 

blindness. A child who is legally blind can see at a corrected vision of 20/200 or less. 

That means that the child can see something no further than 20 feet away what someone 

with nonnal sight can see at 200 feet away. Educationally, different classifications are 

being used to describe the visual abilities of children. Those who have a moderate visual 

disability can be almost entirely corrected with the help of visual aids. A severe visual 

disabili(v refers to someone who is only helped somewhat with visual aids, but can still 

use sight for learning. Someone with a pro.found visual disability cannot use visual aids in 

the classroom for learning purposes. This last type of child learns through the other 

senses. 

Sighted children learn language through listening, reading and watching 

movements. Children learn to associate a particular word with a particular sight. Visually 

impaired children acquire language almost the same way, however they are not aided by 

visual clues. Both the sighted and visual impaired can learn what a cat is. The visually 

impaired child will have a much greater difficulty learning and understanding descriptive 

words such as the color white, for example, a white cat. 
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When language is learned, speech patterns are developed which are similar to 

native speakers. When there are physical barriers such as problems with the neurological 

system or hearing center a communication disorder may result. Humans hear sounds 

ranging from very low frequencies to very high frequencies, however the middle range 

frequencies are the ones that are the most important for the sounds of speech. When the 

impairment keeps a person from hearing and understanding speech, that person is deaf. 

The concept of language is important to the cognitive and academic development of 

children with hearing problems or deafness; the ability to communicate is vital. 

Those who have become deaf before the acquisition of speech, prelingual 

deafness, have a greater difficulty in communicating, and therefore have a disadvantage 

in our educational system. Those who have lost the ability to hear after speech and 

language have been developed is known as postlingual deafness. The deaf are capable of 

developing speech by imitating visual presentation of phonetic elements. 

Emotional Disabilities 

Children with emotional problems affect the classroom as greatly as children with 

learning disabilities. Both types of children demand attention from the teacher, which 

may take away time from the rest of the class and the other students. The Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), PL IO 1-4 76, describes a person with a serious 

emotional disability: 

... a condition exhibiting one or more of the following characteristics, displayed over 

a long period of time and to a marked degree that adversely affects a child's 

educational perfonnance-
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• an inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or heath 

factors 

• an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers 

or teachers 

• inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under nonnal circumstances 

• a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression 

• a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems. 35 

Though emotional disabilities are recognized as special needs and children with 

emotional disabilities clearly deserve special attention, this condition is a specialty unto 

itself and will not be addressed any further in this paper. 

The Gifted 

On the other end of the special needs spectrum are students who are gifted. 

Traditionally the tenn used to describe someone with great intellectual gifts, students 

who are gifted may excel in one or more areas. The concept of multiple intelligences 

points to seven possible areas of strength: linguistic intelligence, logical-mathematical 

intelligence, spatial intelligence, bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, musical intelligence, 

interpersonal intelligence, intrapersonal intelligence. The Federal government defines 

someone who is gifted as. "Children and youth with outstanding talent perform, or show 

35 Bernadette Knoblauch and Barbara Sorenson. "IDEA's Definition of Disabilities. ERIC 
Digest E560. What Disabilities Entitle a Child to Special Education?," (accessed 23 
December 2000), available online, www.ed.gov/databases/ER1C_Digests/ed429396.htm1. 



the potential for perfonning. at remarkably high levels of accomplishment when 

compared with others of their age, experience, or environment."J6 

We no longer look at students as only gitled, but as being 'gifted and talented'. 

The Department of Education's Javitz Gifted and Talented Education Program, sec. 

I 0202 declares that: 

• students ... must develop their talents 

• gifted and talented students are a national resource 

• special abilities of gifted and talented students are recognized and developed 

during such student's elementary and secondary school years 

• the Federal Government [must] ... ensure that the Nation' schools are able to meet 

the special educational needs of gifted and talented students.:i7 

The needs and characteristics of gifted and talented students vary greatly from 

student to student and from talent to talent. This list is not inclusive and due to talents and 

abilities in so many areas. it cannot reflect all possibilities. Some students are likely to 

possess the following abilities: 

• reads earlier and with greater comprehension 

• delves into some interests beyond the usual limitations of childhood 

• comprehends non-verba) clues 

• learns basic skills better, faster; needs less practice; can lead to boredom 

• manifests creative and original verbal or motor responses 

• assumes leadership role 

36 Kirk, Gallagher and Anastasiow, 118. 

- 23 -



• reads widely, quickly an intensely in one or many subject areas38 

In addition to students who are gifted there is sixth category of students 

recognized as having special needs. These students are 'dual exceptionalities' or 'dually 

abled1, which means that they are gifted students with disabling conditions. Quite often 

the students that fall into this area are not recognized for their gifts and arc only seen for 

the disability that they possess. Customary identification methods such as standardized 

tests are usually inadequate unless major modifications are made. Students who are deaf 

cannot take oral tests. Likewise, many students who are both gifted and ADHD have 

difficulty adhering to classroom rules and exhibit behavior problems which may be more 

severe then would normally be expected for the ADHD student39• This may be due to 

additional frustrations that the student who is also gifted might be feeling. 

The child with dual exceptionalities is unique in the classroom. There needs to be 

a commitment to identify and nurture the gifts of students with disabilities. Much of what 

is still necessary comes in the form of teacher. or staff education. Teachers and schools 

must learn to deal with and adjust to this type of developing situation. As we are 

becoming more informed and understanding better the diversity within children, we are 

able to recognize the ever growing special needs of the students in our schools. 

37 Department of Education, "Javitz Gifted and Talented Education Program, Sec. I 0202. 
Findings and Purposes" (accessed 24 December 2000), available online, 
http://www.ed.gov/legislation/ESEA/sec00202.html. 
38 Zena W. Sulkes, "Providing for the Jewish Gifted," The New Jc,».rish Teachers 
Handbook, (Denver: A.R.E. Publications, Inc, 1994), 99. 
39 Colleen Willard-Holt, "Duel Exceptionalities. ERIC Digest E574," (accessed 24 
December 2000), available online 
http://www.ed.gov/databases/ERIC_Digests/ed430344.html. 
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Chapter 2 
Educating Those with Special Needs 

as Seen in the Tanakh 

We speak of Torah as a c,mn,ui, a 'Torah ofl[fe', or a 'living Torah'; a Torah 

that speaks to every person, and has meaning for every person. In congregations around 

the world, the Torah is read every week, and countless people say divrei Torah based on 

a single pasha. How is it possible that a single portion can inspire so much commentary? 

It is because each individual can draw from the words of Torah to bring meaning to their 

own lives. 

We must remember that words change over time and that some words that were 

readily used even 100 years ago are no longer in use today. So when examining this 

sacred text, it is not only important to see what was being said at the time it was written 

but also to see its relevance to us today. 

As Yaacov was lying on his deathbed he called his sons to him. He wanted to 

give each of his sons a blessing before he died, just as his father had done before him. 

There was not one blessing for the eldest and one other generic blessing which each of 

the rest of the sons received. In reading Genesis 49:28 we see that after 

Yaacov spoke to his sons, we are told that with these blessings he was, 

onN l7l m:,iJ:, 7\!JN YJ'N omN 1,:::i.,,, " ... addressing to each a parting word appropriate to 

him,"40 (according to one interpretation). Yaacov gave a separate personalized blessing to 

each son. He spoke to each of them in a way in which they could understand, a way in 

which each could derive a personal relevant meaning. 

40 JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh: The Traditional Hebrew Text and The New JPS 
Translation- Second Edition, (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1999), 109. 
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Yaacov's blessings to his sons encompass the whole of what special education is 

about. Giving each individual that which they need to succeed, according to their own 

ability to understand. 

One of the most obvious themes running through the Tanakh in regard to special 

needs is that of inclusiveness. The word of God is for all people, no matter the age, sex or 

ability. Throughout the Tanakh, Moshe, the Kings and the prophets were told to read the 

book, or the teachings to the people. 

O'>l'•P.J)nl Q').)ilJnl mN O?'lll1' '>j'l}')-JJl il11n' Y)')N-JJl ji,;''l'>-n).J 1';:lr.m ?Y'>l 

n'l.Jil 7£>0 ,,:11-';,J-nN Oil'>)lN:l N1P'1 ?l1)-1)Jl )t>pn';, OYil-?Jl 

The king went up to the House of the YHWH, together with all the men of 

Judah and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and the priests and the prophets 

- all the people, young and old. And he read to them the entire text of the 

covenant. .. (2 Kings 23:2) 

We see other examples of reading or speaking to the people to include them. It is 

important to see that these texts do not say just the men, or just the adults, but repeatedly 

state: 'to/ of the people' or 'to/ of all the people'. 

O)Jil '>)lN:l N1f.1'111'>7.Jj'l 7£>0 np,1 

And he (Moshe) took the book of the covenant and he read in the ear of 

(out loud to) the people. (Exodus 24:7) 

,,)-):1 Y\!Jlm Nln O}Jil '>)lN:l m'{ln-ill'\!Jil ,,:11-';,::,-.nN 1:11'l il\!Jn N:l'l 

... ?Nl\!,n-';,J-';,N il?Nil 0'7.J1il·?J-nN 7:11? il\!Jl'J ?J'>l 

Moshe came and spoke all the words of this song in the ear of all the 

people, he and Hoshea the son of Nun. 

And when Moshe finished speaking all these words to all Israel... 

(Deuteronomy 32:44-45) 



Not only is reading to the people inclusive. but it is also a teaching methodology. 

When one person reads out loud, there is more control as to how the listeners may hear 

the words. There are inflections on certain words and stresses upon others. The 

mannerism and the objective of the reader are expressed in the reading. In early Biblical 

times, few people read, and reading to the peop1e was a necessary function of the times in 

order to relay the same information or message to everyone. 

In addition to reading to the people. Moshe, the Kings and the prophets spoke to 

the people in order that they learn. The message of these lessons varied somewhat, but a 

consistent thread is sti1l the message of inclusiveness. These were the words that were 

given to all people, from God or about God's laws. 

O'\J!l\'.n:m-nN, o,pru-nN ,N,VJ' ).lr.lV on,N ,nN.,1 ,NiVJ,-':,:,-':,N nvn N1p,, 

Ol1\!J}I? Ol11r.l\!J) Ol1N on1n,, Ql')j) o:mlNJ 1:11 ,:,JN, 1\!)N 

Moses called to all Israel and said to them: Hear, 0 Israel, the laws and 

the rules that I speak in your ears today. Learn them and guard them (that 

you) to do them. (Deuteronomy 5: l) 

ow1 o:mN m~o ,:iJN 7\!IN m~nn-',:::i-:nN 70\!I 10N', mm-nN ',Ni\!/' ')vn nvn 1:~r,, 

Moses and the elders of Israel commanded the people (Deuteronomy 27: I) 

... ,oN, JN1\!I,-',::, ?N o,,.,il O')n:::im il\/Jr.) 1.J1,, 

,,pn-m'(, ,,m~n-:nN :n,v~, l'il?N mn, ,,p.J n~m,, 

Moses, the priests, the Levites spoke to all Isrnel saying ... 

Listen to the voice of YHWH your God and you do his commandments 

and his laws (Deuteronomy 27:9/ 10) 

We are further instructed to teach these laws to all of our children and not 

some of our children selectively. On this point, the Tanakh does not distinguish 



between children who are learning disabled. physically disabled. or otherwise 

ablcd. 

l"lJ.~ O!Ul'Ul 

Sharply impress them [the laws] upon your children (Deuteronomy 6:7) 

Teach them, your children (Deuteronomy 11: 19) 

All your children will learn ofYHWH. (Isaiah 54: 13) 

This is a message that is repeated throughout the Tanakh, and it is assumed that 

all children should hear the word of God. Even those children who do not know (yet), 

find knowing difficult. or are incapable of knowing should still hear God's message. 

Further, it is understood that they will all be made able to hear and come to understand to 

the full extent of their ability. 

o:,m,N mn,-nN nN,,, ,,n,, l)JD'l.n ,)11,-N, i\!JN om:,:n 
And their children who do not know, will hear and learn to revere YHWH, 

your God (Deuteronomy 31: 13) 

On'l!>:J i1>:l'\!J ~Ni\!J'-'l:l-l1N i11t.l~i 

Teach it to the children of Israel, put it in their mouth. 

(Deuteronomy 31: 19) 

There is a parallel image between putting the teachings in the mouth of the 

children so that they can learn and God's putting words in Moshe's mouth to instruct him. 



Both verses indicate that if one ingests. or even devours God's word. then God's teaching 

will remain with the person. 

iJ1n ,vN ,m,,,m 1'!:l•O)l i1'i1N '=>lN1 

I will be with your mouth. and teach you what you will speak. 

(Exodus 4: 12) 

Regardless of capability, God's directions are for all. Even Moshe, our great 

prophet, had limitations connected with his speech. When God chose Moshe to be a 

messenger, Moshe protested: 

11J)l-':,N ,,J, lN)l 0) O'V':,\!,I):) 0) ,,,r.,nr., Cl '=>lN o,,J, YJ'N N, 'l1N 'l 

01YJ'·'):) 1N 01N? i1!l OYJ '0 ,,,,N nm, 7r.JN'1 ,::,m l)YJ1;, iJ:>1 i10·1J:> ,:, 

nm, '>:>JN N~m ,,l' 1N np!l 1N v,n 1N o':,N 

"I am not a man of words. Either in the past or now that you have spoken 

to your servant. Because I am slow of mouth and slow of speech." YHWH 

said to him, "Who put (makes) mans mouth or who puts (makes) him 

dumb or deaf or seeing or blind? Is it not I, YHWH?" (Exodus 4: I 0-11) 

We see here that God gave Moshe his disabilities, but that was not to be a barrier 

for Moshe. Even with the limitations that God had given him, it was something that 

Moshe was able to work with, put to use and therefore make part of his strength. He did 

not let his disability be a crutch, but rather, he became enabled. There are those that 

believe that it was not God who caused Moshe's disability, but rather as the Midrash 

suggests, it was Moshe who caused his own speech impediment when he touched the coal 

to his tongue.41 Yet no matter where Moshe's speak impediment originated, it existed to 

be surmounted. 

41 Shemot Rabhah 126 
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Examining the story of Moshe's encounter with God, we need to consider a 

further implication of this. We read that God made Moshe who he was, and that God 

made mankind. The Tanakh further states that God created man in his own image: 

YHWH, God formed the human being (Genesis 2:7) 

□m-< N1.J n.Jp), ,:n mN NiJ O'>n?N O?~.J n:l?~.J OiNn-nN O'>n?N NiJ'' 

God created mankind in God's image, in the image of God he created it, 

male and female he created them (Genesis 1 :27) 

If God created all of mankind as we see here, then each person has a part of the 

divine spark within themselves. Plaut explains that, "Man's nature is radically different 

from God's but man is capable of approaching God's actions: His love, His mercy, His 

justice.1142 Thus life is sacred and when we interact with people it is as if we were 

interacting with God. Because people were created in God's image, the way in which we 

treat others is equal to the way in which we treat God. When we treat others with respect 

and kavod, we are indeed showing that at the same time to God. Therefore: 

nm') ')JN ,.,n,Nn nN1'l ,\!J:m 1nn N, 1w ').)!l';n \!Jin ,,pn-N, 

You will not curse the deaf, and before the blind, you will not put a 

stumbling-block. You shall stand in awe of your God. I am YHWH. 

(Leviticus 19: 14) 

Initially this verse can be viewed as a refrainment from taking advantage of those 

whom are disabled. We should not do anything that would harm another, physically or 

42 W. Gunther Plaut, ed., The Torah: A Modern Commentw:v, (New York: Union of 
American Hebrew Congregations, 1981 ), 22. 

- 30-



mentally. knowingly or unknowingly. Pcntateuchal law prohibited compromising the 

intrinsic worth of someone with special needs as a human being."'·~ Looking further at this 

verse. for the same reason and with the same understanding that we are not to curse the 

deaf or place a stumbling block before the blind, we do tikkun o!am. It is our job to mend 

the world though our actions: 

')N nO!:I? O']l1l / 1ll!? 'l'l"n O'l'l' 

,nipnN 'l'l.))1'-N? J1l / 0'll'JN, '::>lN :lN 

I was eyes to the blind / and feet was I to the lame, 

I am father to the needy/ And the case of one 1 did not know, I will search 

(Job 29:15/16) 

mn,-,v.,N ,~,Ni11'1l'VJ inNJ 1'nN 1nNr.l ll'JN ll n,n,-,:, 

ll'JNn l'nN>'J ,,,-nN '<!lPn N,, 1.JJ?-nN '(rJNn N? ,, 1ru l'illN 

,, ,on, 1\!.IN ,,onr.l .,, ll\:>'Jl'n \:>J.))n, ,, ,,,-nN nm:,n nn!I -,::, 

When there is among you a needy-person, from one of your brothers, in 

one of your gates in the land that YHWH your God is giving you, you are 

not to toughen your heart, and do not shut your hand from your brother, 

the needy one. Rather, you will open your hand to him, and pledge, you 

will pledge to him sufficient for his lack that is lacking to him. 

(Deuteronomy 15: 7/8) 

nn!:l.n nn!:I 10N, ,,~r., ':JJN p-,).1 '(7Nn :l1po ,,,:iN ,,n,-N, ,::, 
,~,N:l 1l'JN?l 1m,, 1mN? ,,,-m,1 

Because the needy will not cease from among the land, and so I command 

you, saying: open, you will open your hand to your brothers, to your poor 

and to your needy one in your land. (Deuteronomy 15: 11) 

43 Edward Kaminetzky, Studies in Torah Judaism: Sins ,?{Omission - The Neglected 
Child, (New York: Yeshiva University Press, 1977), 90. 
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There arc those that need in our midst. They arc the ones who arc unknowing. 

unable to learn the same way as most others. the ones who physically arc unable to keep 

up. 1.111d the ones whose everyday is a struggle. All of these people arc poor if we do not 

reach out our hands to them. ft is our job to make sure that education is available to all 

people. Just like God, we teach. We give those with special needs that which they need in 

order to be successful. 

mor.i ,,u,-N, 1'Pl'•':, Ol / i:,,, ')!)-1;,)11)1)1;, 1ln 

Educate each child according to his [own] way 

So when he is old, he will not tum aside from it. (Proverbs 22:6) 

um,N nm, m~ 1'0N o')"!>YJDm o,pnn, n1)1n no 1>'JN1;, ,nr.i l.ll 1,N~J'-'):, 

... ,JJ1;, 1l1>:3Nl O:>:J1N 

When your child asks in a time to come, what is the meaning of the 

statutes, and the laws that YHWH our God commands us, you will say to 

your child ... (Deuteronomy 6:20) 

These last two statements are very significant in the way in which we view all 

people. not only children. Proverbs 22:6 explicitly states that each child is to be taught in 

a way in which they could learn. This opens the door to a whole plethora of possible 

teaching methodologies, each of which is specific to the needs of a particular student's 

needs. (linfonnation on teaching methodologies can be found in chapter 4.) 

Deuteronomy 6:20 takes the previous verse a little further. Not only are we 

supposed to teach each child in a way in which they can understand, but also not before 

they are ready to hear / learn it. When a child asks a question, there is an underlying 

statement that says that 'I am at a point in my life that I want to know this infonnation1• 

One needs to be cognizant of the child's ability to comprehend and at what level the 
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response to the question should be. In addition. the response is to be given in a manner 

which would be appropriate for the child. 

A further example of this is the story of young Samuel and the priest Eli: 

l))N'>) '>';, nN1j?-'>:) mn 70N'>) ,,)J-,N '<7'>) '>:l)n 70N'>) ?N)D'll-1JN jJ)n'> N1j?'>l 

1?'>'1 ?N)Y.l'll op,, ';!N,O'll ,w N1j? mil'> c,o,, :i:,'l/'>'I ,,,, :l:>'ll l)\!J 'T!Nlj?-NJ 

o," t:?Nm\!J'I J'.:)'l/ l''ll '>):l 'T!Nlp-N, lY.lN''I ,';, 31N7p ,:, ,:,:,n 7DN'l .,,).1-JN 

□P'>l n'\!J?'l/J 'n•m:lv -Nip mil, <)o,, nm,-1:11 ,,,N n?l' o,m mn,-nN »T> 
'?)J 1r.!N'>l ll.l)? NlP mn, ,:, ,,y 1J'>l ,, !1N7j? ,:, ,:,:m 7DN'>) '>?).l·?N ,~,,, 

,,,,TTJ).1 ),lr.)'l) ,:, illil'> ,::n nir.,N) 1'?N N,p,-ON il'lil'I l'.)'lJ 17 ?NU:l'll? 

m,pr.,:i J:>Y.m 'JNm'll 

,:, 1:11 ?Nl)'.)\!J lY.'lN') ?NlY.'l\!J ?Nlr.!YJ 0).1!):l-O)J!>:, N1j7'>1 l~m'>'I illil' N:l'l 

TTJ).I YY.>\!J 

YHWH called to Sh'muel, and he said, "Here I am." And he ran to Eli and 

said, "Here I am. because you called to me." And he said, 111 did not call 

you, lie down again." And he went and lied down. YHWH called still 

again, "Sh'mue1." Sh'muel got up and he went to Eli and said, "Here I am, 

because you called to me." And he said, "I did not call you my son, lie 

down again." Sh'muel did not yet know YHWH, and the words of YHWH 

were not yet revealed to him. Again YHWH called Sh'muel a third time. 

He got up and went to Eli and said. "Here I am, because you called lo me." 

Eli understood that YHWH called to the boy. Eli said to Sh'muel, "Go lie 

down, and it will be, if you are called, you say, 'Speak YHWH, because 

your servant is hearing."' And Sh'muel went and lied down in his place. 

And YHWH came, and He stood, and called like the other times, 

"Sh'muel, Sh'muel. '' Sh'muel said, "Speak, because your servant is 

hearing." (I Samuel 3 :4-10) 

There are many ways to communicate with a child. However, not all these ways 

can be understood. Only when the recipient of the teaching or message is ready to learn 
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and the teacher speaks in such a way in which the child can understand can actual 

learning take place. Sh'muet was not yet at the point where he was ready to understand 

what was being said to him. Once he was given the proper guidance by Eli, he was able 

to 'hear' the message. The words can be made known when the teacher and the student are 

both prepared. 

...,!:l-,1nN, o:mN ,on m,m ,r.,)J m,tNn 

,:i,-n£>o umnNL 

... C'1!10Y.) )l1nN ,n, Cn'll:ltl 1n:,) N? 

On'll:l? 0)1'11,n, llm"l:lN-nN m~ ,~N ... 

cn,:i::i, ,,!lo,, ir.,p, ,,, .. , O»l:1 )l1f"IN ,,, ll'1' "l)lr.)? 

Give ear, my people to my teaching (Torah), bend your ear to the words of 

my mouth ... our fathers have told us, wiH not hide from their children, 

from retelling to generations to come ... that our fathers are commanded to 

make known to their children, for the sake of the generations to come will 

know, children that will be born, in their tum, they will tell it to their 

children. (Psalms 78: 1, 4- 6) 

The teachings are for all the children. The text is not concerned whether a person 

who hears and learns the message is someone with special needs. All of us must learn and 

pass on the teachings of the Torah, no matter our many abilities. We can not withhold the 

words of Torah from our children. The teacher must find a way to transmit the message 

to the students. Further, it is imperative that the student be able to learn so that they in 

tum can become the teacher and pass the infonnation onto the ones who follow . 

... Y.>\!.I? 1'>Jt.) ,:n n~JN-1).11 'V'NO ,npn '))!)? il1Ulil-J"lN )n:m N1lY N'n'l 

... n,mn 1!)0-,N □}In-,:, '>llN) O'>)'lY.>nl □n\!.l)l1 □n'V)Nil ... 

c,n';n,m n1mJ 1!lo:i 1N1p,1 01r.>Y-?}I O)lm n,m, □)Jn-nN □1)'JO o,,,m 
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N7j?Y.lJ l)lJ~1 ?'.JD Ol\!Jl \!J7!>>J 

Ezra the priest brought the teaching (Torah) before the congregation, from 

men to women and all between to hear ... the men and the women and the 

ones who understand, the ears of all the people [were given] to the book of 

the teaching (Torah). (Nehemiah 8:2/ 3) 

... and the Levites gave understanding of the teaching to the people 

(caused the people to understand), while the people stood. They read in 

the book in the teaching of God, explaining explicitly, putting sense, and 

causing them to understand the reading. (Nehemiah 8:7/ 8) 

Ezra brings the Torah for all the people to hear; men women and all who will 

understand. This statement does not exclude anyone, for we read only a few verses later 

that the Levites and an entire group of people (who were listed directly before the Levites 

in verse 7), explained the material in variety of ways, so that all people were able to 

understand what had been read to them. There was no one who would be able to say that 

they did not understand. The Tanakh is explicit here, all people can be taught, and it is up 

to us to make sure that none are omitted. 

God's Torah and its teaching are for everyone. We cannot make a differentiation 

between those who can read themselves and those who need it explained so that they do 

understand. It is up to us to find the way to make the words of the Torah available, so that 

God's house is a place where people of all abilities feel welcome and at home. 

□'D)Jn-'.;,:,'.;, 2'•<1P' n'.:1£in-n,:i ,n,:i ,:, 

For my house shall be called a House of Prayer for all people. 

(Isaiah 56:7) 
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Chapter3 
... as Seen in Rabbinic Literature 

Education is viewed as a central element in Judaism. We see this in the Biblical 

sources, where the law was being read and explained to the people of Israel. As we 

explore the Rabbinic literature, this becomes even more obvious and explicit. The Rabbis 

concurred that education was for all people, and that it was the duty of everyone to ensure 

that the law of Torah was available to all people to observe and to study. We read, 

N7JJ n,,n ,0)',, "Man was created for the study of Torah." (Sanhedrin 99b) 

... ,,rnJN 11,ru>'.l ,,,n ,,,z,,c:, ,,>'.l,11 '!>n n::,~:m )m.on ;::, :i, 7>'.lN n,,n, l7 

11'YJN7J. ,,0, nvwo ?N7YJ' ;:,; Nm nv,m 
Rabbi Judah said in Rab's name: Whoever withholds a teaching from his 

student, it is as thought he had robbed him of his ancestral heritage .. .It is 

an inheritance destined for all Israel from the six days of creation. 

(Sanhedrin 91 b) 

.,,,,t,, ,)JJ. )'J. ,~,lJ o,v 1'J .,,vl,1 i'J '.3)1 l'J. -- n,m 11>'J?l1J J.nn ,Ni\!,m:, 'll'N ,:, 

'ln:l 'll'l.111'll ,nl )Pl n'il'l.l i':l 1lnJ. )'J. 

Every Jewish man is obligated to study Torah, whether poor or rich, 

whether healthy in body or afflicted, whether young or whether aged (to 

the extent that) his strength is diminished. 

(Maimonides, Hile/wt Talmud Torah I :8) 

These statements are twofold. First, there is an educational obligation. According 

to the Rabbis the study of Torah is not an option but is the purpose for which humankind 

exists. God created people for the sole intent of studying and fulfilling the words of the 

Torah. That was to be life's purpose. A critical aspect is that the study of Torah is not just 

for some selectively, which leads to the second point. It was explained that the 
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information revealed in the Torah was not to be denied to anyone because it was felt that 

the person wouldn1t comprehend, or was unable to process the information. The Rabbis 

stressed the inclusiveness of education. Everyone regardless of intellectual ability, 

physical capability, economic status or age is required to study Torah. This point is 

critical, for our Rabbis have mandated that education is the birthright of every human 

being, and that it is the absolute obligation of the community to educate every individual. 

All Israel, inclusively, has the inheritance of the Torah, and it is for everyone to learn and 

observe. So, just as we ourselves are compelled to study, we are also compelled to assist 

those who may not have the ability or drive to educate themselves. 

Throughout the balance of this chapter, we will examine the thoughts of our sages 

on key components of this principle. An additional listing of citations in Rabbinic 

literature is provided in Appendix 8. 

Starting Age of Education 

Torah was seen as a way of life and children were taught earJy on, infused from 

infancy. A talmudic passage equates the laws of Torah with the nourishment flowing 

from a mother's breasts, 44 indicating the exposure to Torah which begins almost from 

birth. 

j"J'>':,y mN ,,vn p)'>V ~~,n N'>pnw ,n:i - n,m ,v nNon N~m nnN '>o:i 

With whom do you find the cream of the Torah? With him who spits out 

upon it the milk which he has sucked from the breasts of his mother. 

(Berakhot 63a) 

44 John Cooper, The Child in Jewish Histm:v, (Northvale, New Jersey: Jason Aronson, 
Inc., 1996), 83. 
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In addition, we read of R. Yehoshua ben Hananyah: "R. Ovadiah Bartenura 

comments that, from the day he was born, his mother never took his crib out of the het 

midrash, the study hall, so that all his ears should hear would be Torah thoughts. Thus we 

see that merely hearing the Torah being studied makes an impression on a child. That, 

indeed, is the reward of those who bring the young." (Melo Ha-Omer) The study of Torah 

was so central that there was the belief that Torah education could start even from the 

time a child was still an infant, for the Rabbis considered it as nutrition. 

More fonnal education began at home, with the children learning to recite the 

~n~, from the time they began speaking. After this, the letters of the aleph-bet were 

taught. The methods used for this reinforced the teaching, for children were taught little 

by little so that they were able to grasp the words and the material being taught. This 

demonstrates that children of varying abilities are able to learn, as long as the material 

being taught is given in small amounts. 

m~ n,m nn,, ,,ruin 1:11, '.:nnn,\!.ln ,n, -rn,, ,,nr,o ,nn,Nn 
\)YY.'l \)yr.) nri,n :,"n?•n lHJ\!.I 11\!.11~011\!.IN1 plt,!)l 1l1 ))':, 

From what time does he begin teaching his son, from the time he begins to 

speak he begins teaching him Torah verse, we are commanded so. From 

the Sh'ma and then aftenvards teach him a little bit at a time. 

(Slwlchan Arukh, Yoreh De'at 245:5) 

nn,n ,::11, ,,nrr>\!.ln m,m nn,, J'n l'3N mn,Nn 

"?N7V' lJnw" 1 "n~n 1J';, m~ nim" 

At what age is a father obligated to teach [his child] Torah? From when he 

begins to speak, he should teach him "Torah tzivah lam, Moshe" and 

11Shema Yisrae/" (Maimonides, Hile/wt Talmud Torah l :6) 

I 
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~,u,, m,p, inSl-' ,,.:i,,ti ,,, :,,,r,:, r,i,r,,t, ,,,,,, p,,,,,, ,,,,,,;Ci O':>ti '.:i 1, 

Nevertheless as soon as the child is three years old we teach him the letters 

of the aleph-bet so he gets ready to read Torah. 

(Shulclum Arukh. Yoreh De'at 245:8) 

This method of instructing very young children teaches language both orally and 

aurally. Combining both modalities increases the likelihood that children will learn the 

material being taught. Education in the home was based on memorization and recitation 

of Biblical passages. The repetition of the sounds and use of easy common phrases 

reinforces the learning. When a child was old enough, usually by age 3. they were able to 

start learning to read letters. The children were to learn at home, little by little, until they 

could then be placed into a formal educational system, usually school. 

The Rabbis were aware of diversity in children and that not all children could start 

school at the same age. They incorporated an allowance for variance in ability in their 

writings. This did not change the basic obligation that every Jewish man is obligated to 

study Torah. 

)'N )N=>r.J mnn:n rnr.,,,\!.I □')\!.I \!.17.ln p in,nn, nipumn o,o,.:,:,r., 

:rm:,,,\!) 0'1)\!J ., p 1l"'llN ,,t,lJ:)7.) \!.Im:, Nli1 ONl ,mN ,,,:m:,r., 

You can enter the children to learn after they have completed five years, 

and less than this you don't enter them into the school. If he is puny you 

enter him when he has completed six fulJ of his years. 

(Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:8) 

,nu 1')Ji pn n:, '!:I' )IJ\!.I 1:1:, \!.l\!.I p.:, ,r.,,nn, mpl)'l"'lil TIN ,,o,.:,:,r., 

Children should be brought to study at the age of six or seven according to 

the strength of the child and the maturity of the form of his body. 

(Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 2:2) 
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)'J'l11J lN \I.J'll p ilm'>'ll j)J O'PlO!l O'>plt,!l \:>.).IY.> \:>.).IY.) nY.l,n 

mpll'l1il 1r.i,Y.l ,!!iN l:,'>,lY.>l ,,,::i '>!l7 7::>i1 

He should teach him, little by little, verse by verse. until he is six or seven, 

depending on his health. (Maimonides. Hile/wt Tu/mud Toruh I :6) 

Around the age of 6 children were no longer taught at home, but were expected to 

attend school. In Pirkei Avot there is an entire curriculum laid out for a child1s life. which 

includes education, " ... m~r.i, i71'l1Y 'll''ll 1:l .m'llr.>, 1'lllJ p .N1pY.>? O'l'll 'l.lY.>n p", age five 

for the Bible, age ten for the Mishnah, age thirteen for the commandments ... (5:21). 

However, the Rabbis were aware that the ability and health of children were diverse, and 

which meant that the entrance to school as a result also varied. From these readings, 

difficulties that children had could be either in their physical health (which could include 

illness, a physical disability) or maturity. 1Depending on his health' left open any number 

of problems children might have, which meant that they were not up to the rigors of 

structured education at that time. This is a clear case for special education. 

Hiring a Teacher 

It is everyone's obligation to study Torah, regardless of ability.'~5 In addition, it is 

also the obligation to educate the children. Once they are old enough. children attend 

school. The teaching of the child, as well as the child's entire education was the 

responsibility of the parent. If a parent could not fulfill that responsibly, then they were 

obligated to hire a teacher. It is seen as a mitzvah to teach all students. 

45 As previously discussed in chapter 3, Sanhedrin 99b, Sanhedrin 91 b, Maimonides, 
Hilchot Talmud Torah I :8. 
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O'>JJ □'N1j?) on Ol'l.f Ql1'>0?l1? ,o,, '.:7Ni\!J'>O o:,n ,:, ,v m!n-J N,N 

But it is a mitzvah for all wise from Israel to teach to the students which 

are also called [their] children. (Slwlchan Arukh. Yoreh Dt.~'ah 245:3) 

o,,,o,ri mo( 10,? ?N1\!J'O o:>m o:m ,, ,v m~o 

)".IJJ, 1l'>N\!J '>!)•?)1"4N 

It is a mitzvah for each and every wise from Israel to teach all students, 

even though they are not his children. 

(Maimonides, HUchot Talmud Torah l :2) 

Even more than being obligated, a person who is wise is doing a mitzvah by 

teaching children that are not his/her own. There is a sense of communal responsibility 

with these statements. One who is wise is fulfilling an obligation to teach our children. 

Furthermore, the responsibility to educate one's own children was extended to also be 

responsible for all children within the Jewish community, as stated by Rabbi Judah the 

Pious. "All Israelites should be as your children and your children as all Israelites. Just as 

you are required to teach your own children, so are you responsible to educate all 

children."46 These statements are inclusive; there is no discrimination as to the ability of 

the children which are to be taught. The teachers are not to feel as though their efforts are 

without merit, even without immediate or tangible result as is often the case in a special 

needs setting. There is an intrinsic value in teaching a child; all children are to get an 

education. 

. .. 110?? lJJ? 1Y.>?Y.l 1J'l/? J'm 
,,J.,\!J:> m~)J m~ it.J,, :1,m .PJN no, NJ\!J .,o 

One is obligated to hire a teacher for one's son ... 

46 Edward Kaminetzky. Studies in Torah Judaism: Sins <~(Omis.,·ion -- The Neglected 
Child, (New York: Yeshiva University Press, 1977), 43. 
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He who is not instructed by his father is obligated to arrange for his own 

instruction when he can understand. 

(Maimonides, Hilchot Tttlmud Torah I :3) 

According to the Rabbis. a father (family) is obligated to provide his child's 

education. When a parent could not fulfill his educational responsibility personally, the 

child was obligated to arrange for his own instruction when he reached the age of 

obligation. The education of a child became part of the communal responsibility. 

Everyone who could potentially teach. as well as the general community, became 

responsible to provide an education for the child.47 The community was obligated to 

assure that all children, whether they could or could not pay and no matter the level of 

their ability, received an education. 

The phrase 'when he can understand' opens up the possibility that arranging for 

the student's own instruction should not wait until he is an adult. This places the 

obligation on the child. It is up to the student, in this instance, to take on the 

responsibility to seek out and arrange for his or her own teacher. An alternate possibility 

is that this statement takes into consideration the abilities of students and their varying 

educational needs. We have already seen that it is an obligation for all children to study 

Torah regardless of their abilities. Further. since there is such a strong communal 

responsibility to assure that all children receive an education, this mandate for a child to 

receive an education when he or she can understand should extend to the student with 

special needs. These students should begin their education at the time when they are 

ready to learn, emotionally and mentally. Special needs students are obligated to study 

47 Ibid. 
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with a teacher, and the parent's inability to pay or make arrangements for the child should 

not prevent the child from studying. There is a need for flexibility in teaching students 

with special needs. We have the obligation to teach our children according to their own 

ability to learn and understand, at that time that they are ready to learn. 

The Teacher: Qualifications and Characteristics 

The Rabbis remarked on the qualifications for teaching and the characteristics that 

a teacher should hold, however there were no set standards for a teacher. At the time of 

the writing of the Rabbinic literature, the marital status of the teacher was commented on. 

o,,rm, n~N ,o,n N~n o)itno pn, 01N 10,) N? 

An unmarried man may not teach young children, and a woman may not 

be a teacher of young children. (Kiddushin 4: 13)411 

In addition, the teacher should maintain his own health and provide himself with 

the proper care so that his health did not deter him from his duties as a teacher. The 

Shulchan Arukh states that the " ... teacher needs to take care of himself, so that he can 

educate best. .. " with enough sleep, food, etc.49 The purpose of this statement was for the 

benefit of the education that the children would receive. A teacher who was not taking 

care of himself was not in any condition to be able to teach a room of children. With all 

children being taught, the teachers have to be alert to focus on the various needs of the 

children in their care. 

48 The later writings of the Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:20 and 245:21 also make 
these same statements. 
49 Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 17 



The rabbis understood that the characteristics of the teacher were a significant 

aspect in the child's education. They made suggestions as to the desirable characteristics 

that the teacher should hold. Maimonides comments about the characteristics of the 

nJl\:>il 111n Nm, way of the righteous. These ways are directly applicable to the 

behavior of the teacher . 

... 0'>1\!J')ill O'>Jl\:)il 0'>:>11n om O'lll'J.n l?N o,::,,1J n:,,, UN l')l~.O, 

,,:,,1J n:,,m :11'JNl\!J 

We are commanded to walk in these intennediate paths ... as it says, And 

you shall walk in his ways. (Maimonides. Hilchot De'ot I :5) 

... pm, ,,:ll .o,r.,n .1\!J'l p'),~ .,tm l1l 0'!>N 11N 

1n::i lr.l~)) )'>mil, 01N J'>nl 

Slow to anger, abundant in kindness, righteous, just, perfect, almighty and 

strong ... A person is obligated to accustom himself to these paths. 

(Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 1 :6) 

omr.>\!Jl nJnNY.l l')\!Jl)) 

They do this with love and are joyous. (Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 2:3) 

When a teacher walks in the intennediate paths they are not being extreme in one 

respect or the other, this Maimonides sees is an imitation of the characteristics of God. A 

teacher who emulates God's deeds as well as God's qualities to the best of their ability 

will be a more successful teacher. If one teaches with love he will find compassion in his 

teaching and be understanding of the students needs. Furthennore, a teacher who loves 

what they do will teach with more interest in the students and the material being taught, 

which will reflect and show in his teachings. 
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1l\!J? rn:,,,N N?J.l ilp).I~ N?l JlNl i'lli\!JJ o,,,r.:,,r,, ,o,,, 
He should teach his students in calm and tranquility without shouting or 

wordiness. (Hilc:hot De'ot 2:5) 

If a teacher does teach with shouting or wordiness, this could cloud a students 

understanding or ability to learn. Calmness and tranquility is also a way of teaching with 

love. Besides showing the positive characteristics, there were some suggestions as to 

what negative behaviors should not be exhibited while teaching. When instructing the 

students, a teacher should have patience and not show anger. A teacher's anger should not 

be taken out on a student with violence. This is very important for a teacher, for as 

Rambam points out, when a wise man becomes angry, his wisdom leaves him . 

... n,,, ,n,,).I o.)J:,, N~ 

He should not become upset with them and display anger ... 

(Maimonides, Hile/wt Talmud Torah 4:4) 

N?N ,po:i N?l O'\:>l\!.Jl N, '>1DN itmJ l'lN n:»:J ,r.:,,r.>n lJllN n::,, N? 

mopmn~,J 

The teacher will not hit him with the blows of the enemy (brutally), not 

with a whip, not with a stick, but with a small lace. 

(Slmlclwn Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: I 0) 

l)>Jr.J r,p~r,or.:, ,nn:,n Nm o:,n ON t:1)11::,n ~::>\!J 

Whenever one becomes angry, if he is a wise man, his wisdom leaves him. 

(Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 2:3) 

A teacher's behavior in the class has a direct correlation to a student's learning. If 

a teacher is easily angered, then the students will not learn effectively. However, if the 

teacher instructs the students with patience, kindness, and love, a student will learn. 
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The Teacher and the School 

Besides describing the characteristics of the teachers, the Rabbis also chose to 

discuss the teacher's place in the school. We see that sometimes one person is a better 

teacher than another person. There are several statements about choosing the right 

teacher. Especially when dealing with special needs students, it is critical that the right 

teacher is selected for each student. With the proper teacher, the students can learn in the 

manner that is best for them. 

Oilr.lY p1p1r., ,,N, nJ,n Niip inNn o,,r.,',):l 'JYJ 1N:l Yl' ON 

onm, p,p,oYJ N,,N 1:, ',:, Ni,p U'N inNl p:,;, ,,~ OJ'Jil';, 

,m, pip,nYJ lmN 1mp,., o:i,Jn':, 

If there are two teachers, one reads a lot but does not analyze with them so 

that they properly understand; and one doesn't read that much, but he 

analyzes with them in order that they understand; choose the one who 

analyzes. (Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 19) 

,,p,on ,mn :m, inN r-cn mpum, 1n';,0YJ 1r.,';,o 1NJ YJ' □N 

')YJil '>)!Ir.> 1lYJN1il 

If you have a teacher who teaches children and another comes who is 

better than him, you get rid of the first in place of the second. 

(Shu/chem Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 18) 

It is important that the teacher work with the students so that they understand the 

material being taught. Especially when dealing with students with special needs, it is 

beneficial for the teacher to be able to deeply consider the material, analyze the teaching 

possibilities and then present that material in the best possible way for the students. 

Though it is acceptable to have a teacher who is a scholar, if the teacher is unable to 

transmit the information to the students in a way in which they can understand, the 

- 46 -



teacher is not the most effective teacher for those students. The text says that if there is a 

teacher who is teaching a group of students, and another teacher who is better qualified 

than the original teacher comes into the community. it is acceptable to replace the first 

teacher. It is important to find the appropriate teacher who can address the needs of the 

students. 

In addition, in the Talmud, there is a discussion about whether to choose a teacher 

who is quicker and makes mistakes or one who is slower and does not make mistakes. R. 

Dimi concludes that the teacher who is slower and does not make mistakes is the better 

teacher, for once a mistake is made it is implanted in the mind of the student it cannot be 

eradicated, " ... ,)) ,)11 1i'>::> Nll'OJ.'O 0'1l N?i P''11 1.l'>J.mr.>" (Bava Bathra 2 la). This point 

is very well taken, because children want to believe their teacher, thinking that the 

information transmitted is accurate. It wou]d take a much longer period of time to teach 

new corrected material after this error. Furthermore, for many special needs students, this 

type of error is even more detrimental. Leaming can nonnally take a great deti i of time 

and attention and to relearn new material would increase the difficulty level for these 

students. 

The class sizes which a teacher supervised varied. The Rabbis were conscious that 

there were only so many students any one teacher could instruct at a time, so they 

developed standards for the classroom. These standards led to two conclusions, the 

maximum class size desired, and the minimum level of service a community is required 

to give their children.50 

50 Za'ev Abramson and Eliyah Touger, translators, Maimonides Mishneh Toruh: Hilchot 
De'ot, The Laws o/Per.wmality Development and Hilchot Talmud Torah. The Laws <?f 
Torah Study, (New York: Mozaim Publishing Corporation, 1989), 184. 
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1nN ,n,r.> ,~N o')in, m;,13m nvmm-a,,vy 

Dilr.l?J l).1'0' inN lr.l).l l'J'\IJlr.l 0').l.::liN i)J il\lJY.lnl-0'1\IJ}I ';;,).l 1m, ,m 
mpum ,,n,r., ,:,v an, 1'1'r.lYr.> □'YJiN t;,y ,m, ,m 

[A maximum of] 25 students should study under one teacher. If there are 

more than 25, up to 40, an assistant is appointed to help him in their 

instrnction. If there are more than forty students, two teachers are 

appointed. (Maimonides, Hilchot Tu/mud Torah 2:5)5 1 

Reasonably, there is a limit to how many students can be taught in a group. In 

larger classes, there is diminished attention for each student which means that individual 

needs cannot be met as readily. While the number of students the rabbis commented on 

were maximum class sizes, optimally this number would be less. The community 

therefore had an option as to what level of service would be provided to their students. 

The numbers in the text represented the minimum service provided. Allowing another 

school to be open was another option for the community. This provides a choice as to 

where students can go to study, and with the teacher that would best suit the needs of the 

students. 

'i:> n~J mpnm in~:, n,:::i nmn ,,,:in NJ\IJ mpum 11.J~,r., pl 

n,:::i mnn'.:7 m';,i:,, 1'N ... a,,nN mp,)',n ,, 1N1J''ll 

If a colleague of an established teacher comes and opens a school next 

door so that children will come to him ... they cannot stop him. 

(Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:22) 

51 YosefKaro in the Shulchan Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245: 15 concurs with these statistics. In 
the Talmud, Baba Bathra 2 la, Rav agrees that there should be one teacher for 25 
students, however the second teacher is not added unti I the number of students reaches 
50. The assistant in the class, which is at the expense of the town, is not hired unless there 
are 40 students. 
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Maintaining a school in a community not only provided the students with an 

instructor, but it was important for the community as a whole. The Rabbis believed that 

the education of children was so important that a city only exists for their sake, so that 

they can learn. 

,n',n i1l W<YJ N'>)l ,:,, 1'>)ll 1')' ',:,] mp.:,,n '1Y.)?Y.) ,,J'>\'JlY.) 

ONl mpum 1Y.)',r.) ll'>\'Jl'>\'J 1)l 1'>)lil '>\'J)N O'>C'>1nn l'n n,p,.:,m 

',JnJ N?'N o,,pnn o~:mm i'NYJ ,,)In ,.,.J.,,mJ ll'\'Jm N?' 

,:i, nm ',\'J mpum ',\'J on'>!I 

Place a teacher of children in every city. and any city that doesn't have a 

teacher of children you boycott until they bring in a teacher. If they don't 

bring in a teacher, you destroy that city, because the world only exists on 

the breath of the children who are learning in the house of study. 

(Slmlchan Arukh, Yorelt De'ah 245:7) 

There is a story that eloquently explains the importance of a school to a 

• 'i" community:-· 

Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi II sent out Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba, Rabbi Assi 

and Rabbi Ammi to learn through an investigation of all the villages and 

towns of Palestine, whether they had schools. 

They came to a place where there was no schoolmaster. They asked 

the head of the community to summon the town's watchmen. The night 

watchers were brought into their presence. 

"They are no profit to a city," the Rabbis said, "they are only an 

expense." 

"And who do you call watchmen?" the Rabbis were asked. 

"The schoolmasters," they responded. "A town without schools will 

not be guarded by the Lord." ( Y. Hagigah, I) 
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There is a sacred obligation for all people to study Torah. Therefore, it is also an 

obligation to provide an education to all children. If a town does not have a school, then 

they arc not fulfilling their obligation to teach their children. The community must do 

their part to assure that all children receive an education, regardless of the level of their 

ability. In every town, the community is required to maintain a school for their children 

to learn. Only when a town is able to provide an education for all of their children are 

they in compliance with their obligations. 

The Special Needs Student 

There are many different types of students, with all types of abilities. A classic 

view of varying abilities in children is seen each year when we read the Passover 

Haggadah, with its discussion of the 'Four Sons'. In this familiar story, the Rabbis 

describe four very different children, each of whom should be taught of the Exodus from 

Egypt; one who is wise c:m, one who is wicked )lYJi, one who is naive er,, and one who 

is unable to ask ~)NYJ~ )l1i'> ll'NYJ. Each of these children perceives infonnation 

differently and hence need to have the story relayed to them in accordance with their 

understanding. 

The Rabbis of the Mis/mah speak in another way about differences in learning. 

They describe the characteristics of four types of students according to the speed with 

which they understand or forget what is being taught to them. Included in this is the 

student who would be categorized as having special needs. 

52 Louis I. Newman, ed., The Talmudic Anthology: Tale:. & Teachings of the Rabbis, 
(West Orange, New Jersey: Berhman House, 1945), 417. 
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... 1lN~ 1i1Y.)l )JlO'th ,nY.) o,,,r.,,nJ 3"ll1Y.) )IJ.1N 

... 1lN7 i1'l.tP, YU::>'l.t, il~P 

... 1:lN7 nVJpl ))lt>Yh ,nr., 

... ,:i.N, i;,r.,1 )11r.i\!J~ il\!JP 

There are four types of students: quick to understand, quick to forget ... ; 

slow to understand, slow to forget. .. ; quick to understand. slow to 

forget ... ; slow to understand, quick to forget ... (Avot 5:12) 

This misluwh is pointing out individual differences which educators must be 

aware of when instructing children. The easiest students to teach would be the ones who 

understood the material quickly and did not easily forget what was taught to them. 

However, the Rabbis recognized these variations in teaching students. They pointed out 

that there might be some students who have retention problems. for they are quick to 

understand their teachings. yet forget them easily. There are also the students who have 

difficulty understanding what is being taught, but when they finally did understand, they 

did not easily forget it. Finally, the mishnah describes the students who had difficulty 

understanding the lesson and also easily forget what was taught to them. This 

incorporates an entire spectrum of students who may range from those having mild 

learning disabilities to students who have developmental or physical disabilities, as we]) 

as students who are gifted. This is noteworthy. For an instructor to be able to teach 

productively, the teacher needed to be aware that there were different types of students 

who learned the lesson in different ways, so that the teacher could best meet the student's 

needs and subsequently adjust teaching methods and strategies to the abilities of the 

students. 

There is a Rabbinic obligation to train one's children in the perfonnance of 

mitzvot. Maimonides states that there are no mitzvot which equal that of Torah study, 
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because Torah study leads to deed. He concludes "study takes precedence over deed.'' 

(Hile/wt Talmud Torah 3:3) This centers around the principle that Torah study is the 

highest rung a person can reach.53 • The Rabbis acknowledged that there are differences in 

students. All students need to study Torah so that they will not be denied the opportunity 

to reach the highest rung, even students with special needs. Each person learns according 

to their own ability, yet when they study they are perfonning the ultimate mitzvah. 

:n, ?}) <)Nl n:J\!J01 :u ?}I ')Nl \!)'J'N o,,),~ o'.,n)J, NJ."l iY.lN 

,oNp '>NO l-11' rb, 

Rava said: A person should always study texts, even though he may 

forget, even though he may not understand what he is reciting. 

(Avodah Zara 19a) 

,nn N~N )'~n N~ Nm, ')n)J,il :i'O~nn 1Y.lN' N';, p1 

... O'>O).l!l no:> )?nN ?Nl\!Jl 

n,~p '1!'1)11) 1'7!:l ')N 1r.,';,';,1 N'il n,m 'l1 l? 70N'> 

The student should not say "I understood" when he did not understand, 

Rather, he should ask again and again, even if it requires several 

repetitions ... he should tell him, "My teacher, this is Torah. It is necessary 

that I study and my comprehension is weak." 

(Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah, 4:4) 

Education is for all students and it is necessary that students study and apply 

themselves. There are students who may forget what they studied, but the Rabbis took 

this into consideration and concluded that it is the act of studying (Torah) itself that is 

important. Special needs students will be able to achieve a certain level of understanding, 

53 Za'ev Abramson and Eliyah Touger, translators, Maimonides Mishneh Torah: Hilchot 
De'ot, The Laws<~/' Personality Development and Hile hot Talmud Torah, 711e Laws(~{ 
Torah Study, (New York: Mozaim Publishing Corporation, 1989), 191. 
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according to their own abilities. This limited understanding docs not preclude them from 

the obligation of making the effort to study. Even our greatest Prophet, Moses, had 

difficulties. According to the Talmud, he too forgot Torah: 

i11lll 1Y.)J nm ,ru iW.m i1'tl)J'lJ 01' 0')Jl7N )nlN 1;,:, ))n'\' ,::i, 1Y.lN 

□''tl!:l'"n l"lN ,,mn, ?'.J'tl.J nn? 1:, ?.J mnY.l.J l? mm '1l0.J1 nn.J'lJo, 

Rabbi Y ochanan said, "Each of the forty days that Moses was on Mount 

Sinai he learned the entire Torah and then forgot it. In the end God gave 

him it (the Torah) as a gift. Why was all this necessary? To bring students 

who experience learning difficulty closer to Torah." ( Y. Horiot, page 36) 

The commentary called Pnei Moshe attempts to clarify what Rabbi Yochanan 

meant by the statement: 'To bring students who experience difficulty closer to learning'. It 

says: 

Of those who forget their learning it should never be said in the Jewish 

community, "Why do we teach certain children who appear not able to 

comprehend the material?" The answer is derived from Moses. He 

diligently continued to learn in spite of his constant forgetfulness. And, at 

the very end he acquired it." (Pnei Moshe) 

Students who do have difficulty with learning should have the opportunity to 

make the attempt to learn. If someone as great as Moses forgot these teachings forty 

times, and only then was able to remember with the assistance of God, then an ordinary 

person, a person with their own difficulties, should also make the attempt to learn with 

the understanding that even Moses needed help. 

Further, the Rabbis say that a student should not be embarrassed if others 

understand and he docs not. The student should endeavor to recognize that he is having 
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difficulty in an urea and strive to learn. Additionally a student should ask repeatedly for 

material to be reviewed or for an explanation if he does not understand. This means 

conversely. that it is the teacher1s responsibility to assist their students. They have to 

recognize that the current method of teaching the students may not work for all their 

students and adjust their presentation accordingly. They need to have patience and 

recognize that there will be students who learn at different rates. The leve1 of learning 

wi11 vary from student to student. 

,o, N', Nim n')'l.' 'IN illl'l'N,n OY!lJ jt.)J'l) ,,,Jnr.> \!Ill 1m:mn Ni1' N?1 

't'11Y.>i1 J1'J7 N~,..,,, t)))) N.~Y.)) m ,J,Y.) \!."".Jl1) ONYJ O">Y.>Y!> nn:, ,nN ''!lN 

a,,:, 10, N, Nim 

A student should not be embarrassed if a fellow student has understood 

something on the first or second time, and he has not grasped it even after 

a number of attempts. If he is embarrassed because of this, it wi II turn out 

that he will have spent his time in the house of study without learning 

anything at all. (Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'alt 246: I 1) 

,nn N'JN v:m N'J Nm, ,rn::in :1,o?m1 ,t1N' N? p, 

0'0).l~ nr.,:, l?!:IN ?N1\Ui 

The student should not say, t1J understood" when he did not understand. 

Rather, he should ask again and again, even if he requires several 

repetitions. (Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah, 4:4) 

Some people are born with an innate ability; intellectual, musical, or perhaps 

visual. There are others who have many good abilities even though they are lacking in 

one area or another. These individuals need to be taught and learn. How that teaching 

takes place varies, and is dependent upon a student's capabilities. We read: 
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ll't!.IN7i1 01N ~\!.I lY.lTnfU 01N-,:, l,l:l\:, Nm ,,,:i wnpn 

11Jn? nnn )nY.l inN l'Nl 

The Holy One, Blessed be he, stamps all mankind in a sign of the first 

man, and not one of them is like to his fellow. (Sanhedrin 4:5) 

People were made in the image of God. God made Adam, and from Adam, the 

rest of humanity. Though minted from the first human's fom1, each person, and each child 

is unique, unlike any other child. AIJ possess the divine spark within them. The 

individuality of each person reflects his/her own individual abilities. Mekorot Gedolot in 

expounding on Proverbs 22 states in Metzudat David, "Initiate the child ... in accordance 

with his level of intelligence, whether great or limited." Being individuals, children learn 

in their own unique way. It docs not matter that a child does not learn like another child. 

Torah is the birthright of all students, including special needs students. They should have 

an equal opportunity for an education in it. 

Teaching Methodologies 

The initial step in learning to read the Bible was in learning the letters of the 

aleph-bet. Many children learned at home, and others were taught by their teacher. The 

teacher would write several letters on a tablet and then have the children identify each 

one by name.54 Children were slowly introduced to simple Hebrew words and shown the 

proper pronunciation and meaning of the words. Students were taught through the use of 

repetition with an emphasis made on memorization. By repetition, continual study and 

54 Nathan Drazin, Histm:v qf Jewish Education.fi-mn 515 B.C.E. to 220 CE., (Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins Press, 1940), I 10. 
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reinforcement, the use of the letter. words and phrases became natural, like an ingrained 

trait. 

... O'>YJ)Jr.l:l Y)',YJ'>l nJYJ'l ilYJ)J'> 

1,',)J n,u on:,, nm, N',1 ,,,ll o,,p on,YJ)JY.l 1m,YJ 1.)) ,,Y.)r, on:i ,m,1 

He should perfonn - repeat - and perfonn a third time ... He should do this 

constantly, until these acts are easy for him and do not present any 

difficulty. (Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot I :7) 

Repetition is a methodology that has been used to teach for a long time. The 

Talmud speaks of Moses using this method to teach Aaron, Aaron's sons and the elders. 

Moses learned from the mouth of the Omnipotent. Then Aaron entered 

and Moses taught him his lesson. Aaron then moved aside and sat down 

on Moses' left. Thereupon Aaron's sons entered and Moses taught them 

their lesson. His sons then moved aside, Eleazar taking his seat on Moses' 

right and Ithamar on Aaron's left. R. Judah stated: Aaron was always on 

Moses' right. There upon the elders entered and Moses taught them their 

lesson, and when the elders moved aside all the people entered and Moses 

taught them their lesson. It thus followed that Aaron heard the lesson four 

times, his sons heard it three, the elders twice and all the people once. At 

this stage Moses departed and Aaron taught them his lesson. Then Aaron 

departed and his sons taught them their lesson. His sons then departed and 

the ciders taught them their lesson. It thus followed that everybody heard 

the lesson four times. (Eruhin 54b) 

In the Tanakh we read that Moses was 'slow of speech' (Exodus 4: I 0) and had 

difficulty speaking. Yet we have just read that he was able to teach the lesson four times. 

It was Moses who communicated to Aaron, Aaron's sons, the elders, and finally the 

people, and there is nothing here to say that he was unable to do so. This is significant. 
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We learn that just because someone has a disability, it does not mean that they are 

incompetent or incapable. 

...O'>O)I!) n)I.J1N ,,,o,,,, rm\!J, □1N .J')')n 1l)l'>,N 1"N 

nnN ,Y \.n,,n '!:lr.> \),,,n 1=> n1,.Jln '!:lr.> n\!Jm nYJo '!lr.> ,n,\!J 11nN 

no:::n no:, 

R. Eliezer inferred: It is a man's duty to teach his pupil four times . 

... Aaron who learned from Moses who had it from the Omnipotent had to 

learn his lesson four times how much more so an ordinary pupil who 

learns from an ordinary teacher. (Eruhin 54b) 

From this text it is explicit that someone who is extraordinary still needs to learn 

through repetition. It is not just a method for someone who needs extra assistance. 

Repetition reinforces the material trying to be learned by creating pathways to memory. 

So if even the gifted need to learn through repetition, even moreso the ordinary person. 

Teachers used repetition to assist their students in learning the aleph-bet, words and 

readings in the Bible. This was, however, not just for the average child. As was already 

previously discussed, the child with special needs has a right to also be taught and to 

learn. The special needs child should be given what they need in order to succeed. 

No,, 1.r.>)l "l)r.)'ll ilNO .)J:J1N ii'' '1.)!'l nm, N1,r.,,n N1iln n'>? nm N'"P1!:l ':17 

N'i1i11r.> ?"N Nl\!J 'Nr.l Nl1'Nn , .. N ,m N,, n,, N)r, m~o, Nn~m, m').)):J ,n 

N11\1Ji1 Nl'>ON N!'l.))\!J ,:,, 'N!'l).11, 'NnON m~Y.)1 N,,,,r., N:J'>N ,r.,, , .. N, Nrl.))\!J 

'))r.>'l iJNr.) ., m, N)]'l ,,n ,.,, '>)]'lNl 1'm.)J1 :in ?"N 7.0 'NP Nrl\!Jil 7r.) 'NP 

R. Pereda had a pupil whom he taught his lesson four hundred times 

before the latter could master it. On a certain day having been requested to 

attend to a religious matter he taught him as usual but the pupil could not 

master the subject. 'What' the master asked, 'is the matter today?' 'From the 

moment' the other replied, 'the Master was told that there was a religious 
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matter to be attended to I could not concentrate my thoughts, for at every 

moment I imagined, Now the Master will get up or now the Master will 

get up.' 'Give me your attention', the Master said, 'and I will teach you 

again.' As so he taught him another four hundred times. 

(Er11bin 54b) 

R. Pereda was not aware that he was not teaching as well as he would normally 

have. The text reads, 'he taught him as usual but the pupil could not master the subject'. 

'Taught him as usual' means that R. Pereda did teach the student 400 hundred times, 

which was the usual. Being distracted by another matter that was on his mind, R. Pereda 

continued to teach through numerous reviews of one lesson without being aware that the 

student was not learning as he was himself distracted by his teacher's preoccupation with 

another matter. Only after teaching the lesson 400 times did R. Pereda learn that his 

teaching was ineffectual. 

This story is teaching that the teacher needs to be attentive, have patience, and 

work with students through multiple repetitions of a teaching. The distracted teacher will 

not only divert the mind of the students so that they will have difficulty learning a lesson, 

but will also not be as effective a teacher. This teacher will not be able to teach a 

thorough lesson and may even make errors in his or her teaching. The teacher must be 

able to focus attention on the students and will need to have patience to be able to 

reexamine a lesson many times. This is not an easy task. Reviewing a topic several times, 

the teacher needs to be consistent, without anger, understanding and show compassion 

towards the student who is having difficulty. The teacher must have calm patience, which 

is a very important aspect of teaching. 
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There may be times in which a student needs a lesson, a concept or even one letter 

explained to them 400 times before they are able to understand. However, this seems to 

be an extreme. Whether this story is literally accurate or created to make a point 1s 

unknown. The issue is that there are students who require special attention and it ts 

essential to their development that they review with a teacher who is fully attentive, 

possibly many times before they are able to grasp a concept. The Rabbis understood this 

and included this story in the Gemaru to emphasize that students learn through repetition 

and that special needs students are no exception. 

mn,1 inn N7N l'l1'>1 )i1'>7)) Oll:l'> N? -- a,,,o,nn 1:r,Jn N?i 10?\U J.1il 

n:,,m, po)) ))'>J"VJ 1y □'O)J!:I nr.)::> 1?!lN 1J1n 

If the teacher taught [ a concept] and it was not grasped by the students, he 

should not become upset with them and display anger. Rather, he should 

repeat and review the matter, even if he must do so many times, until they 

understand the halachah in al1 its depth. 

(Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 4:4) 

For many students, including those with special needs, teaching using too much 

information can be extremely distracting. Maimonides further commented, "One should 

teach his students in calm and tranquility without shouting or wordiness." (Hile/wt De'ot 

2:5) There will be students who are unable to discern between that material which they 

need to know and material which is superfluous. The teacher's presentation of the 

material is critical in teaching those with special needs. Excess words or explanations can 

confuse the student. lt was felt that it was important to teach students with brevity. 

- 59 -



0':110 OiP)'Jl.ll Q'>\J)J)) 01Nn '"'01 )')j'J') i'IO:,n ')1J1J) il,m ,,::n.J Pl 

n,~p 111 ,,,')n';,r,';, □1N m~.n a,1y';, :)iONl o')o:,n mi'll N)m 

If speaking about matters of Torah or knowledge, one1s words should be 

brief, but rich in content. This is what the Sages commanded when they 

said: "One should always teach his students in a brief way." 

(Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 2:4) 

Maimonides explained that one should also limit the amount of teachings that are 

done at the time. There should be a limit of three ha!achot while studying the same 

subject because it would be too difficult for the average child to grasp more than three 

new concepts at the same time.s5 For the student who needs special attention, even three 

halachot would be too much. Both the words and the quantity of work to be learned 

should be brief, without sacrificing the quality of the teaching. 

In teaching the lessons, the material should be revealed slowly, so that the 

students have the opportunity to be able to grasp the information. In this way the students' 

knowledge wil1 grow and their wisdom will increase. This may not be enough assistance 

for the student with special needs. For all children, the Rabbis stressed the importance of 

using mnemonic devices while teaching text. ,.,l0,03 N?N Tl'lP.l inm 1,N N1tm 3111'::lN, 

"R. Hisda stated: The Torah can only be acquired with [the aid of] mnemonic signs." 

(Eruvin 54b ). There are two stories in the Talmud which exemplify the use of 

mnemonics. 

The first story comes from the Palestinian Talmud, where we read: 

55 Touger, 222. Commentary to Hi!dwt Talmud Torah 4:7. 
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So they (the students] said: why two letters56 - mem mem, mm mm, tzade 

tzade, pe pe, and kuph kaph'? From word (ma'amer) to word, from a true 

one (ne'emun) to a true one, from a righteous one (tzadek) to a righteous, 

from mouth (peh) to mouth and from the hand (kaph) of God to the hand 

of Moses." 57 

The second example is part of a mnemonic device which is found in the 

Babylonian Talmud: 

The Scholars said to R. Joshua b. Levi: the children came today to the 

House of Study and said things like of which were not said even in the 

days of Joshua son of Nun: 

Aleph bet - eluph hinah (learn understanding), gimme/ du/et - gemol dallim 

{ dea] kindly with the poor). Why is the foot of the gimme/ stretched 

towards the dalet? Because a charitable man runs after the poor. Why is 

the foot of the dalet stretched towards the gimme/? Because he (the poor) 

should let himself be found. And why is the face of the dalet turned away 

from the gimme/? Because he benefits him secretly, so as not to shame 

him. 

He and vav form the name of God. 

Zayin, bet, tel, yod, kaph, lamed; if you do so, God will feed (zan) you, be 

merciful (had) to you, show goodness (metiv) to you, give you a heritage 

(yerushalt) and crown (keter) you for the world to come (/eo/am hahu) .... 

(Shahhat I 04a) 

56 Why do the letters 1"!l!:!)Y.l have two forms? One for the beginning or middle of the 
word and one for the end of a word. 
57 Eliezer Ebner, Eleme11ta1:v Educulion in Ancient Israel: During the Tannaitic Period, 
(New York: Bloch Publishing Company, 1956), 89. ln his endnote, Mr. Ebner sites two 
sources for this reading, Yer. Megillah I, 11-71 d: Cf. Genesis Rahhah 1, 15 for a variant 
reading. 
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Not only are the letters themselves used to help students remember words and 

moral concepts, but as seen in the second example, the shapes of the letters are also used 

to help children to recognize the forms of the letters themselves. The use of mnemonic 

devices helps children 'zero in' on the clues needed to remember more complicated 

material. Teachers had the leeway to create their own mnemonics to assist the students 

that they taught. Using these verbal clues as well as writing allowed the students to use 

multiple stimuli to reinforce the infonnation that was being taught. 

The teachers used many teaching methods to help their students learn the lesson. 

The use of positive reinforcement assisted the teacher in his endeavor. Students were 

rewarded for their efforts and their success. It was believed that if the student tries very 

earnestly to study, even though he has not improved, the teacher should use positive 

reinforcement to persuade the student to continue in this diligence. 

If a child does not comprehend this well... it is necessary for the teacher ... 

to motivate him to his studies with things that he loves ... he should say, "I 

will give you nuts, figs, or a little honey." ... When he becomes older, he 

should be encouraged and motivated to learn by the promise of things he 

holds dear. His teacher should te1l him, ''Study, and I will buy you nice 

shoes or beautiful garments." 

(Introduction to Sanhedrin l 0) 

The Rambam further states that because of a person's intellect, it may be 

necessary to make the goal of wisdom something other than wisdom.51< Teachers often 

give their students acknowledgement of good effort and a job well done. In modern times 

this is accomplished through the use of stickers, pieces of candy or small toys. Entire 
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classes can be convinced to work harder through the promise of a party, or some other 

larger reward. Using the reward system is not only beneficial for persuading students to 

put in greater effort, but for the special needs student. this fonn of positive reinforcement 

is an instant acknowledgement that either their endeavors were acceptable or that they 

have responded correctly. This in turn motivates the student to continue to strive to 

achieve. 

Besides using positive reinforcement to assist special needs students to learn, the 

Rabbis also supported the strategy of peer tutoring. Peer tutoring is a way to accomplish 

individualized instruction, reinforcing or even teaching concepts previously explained by 

the teacher. This teaching method also allows students who are inattentive to learn 

positive work habits from students who are more advanced. 

□'1~n DY :J\!n N?N D\!J>J 1mp~n:,, N7 nnp, 1":10 'll"N\!J p))'>jl )J'!>N 

)":1" ,,,1N 
Even a child who doesn1t understand how to read, don't throw him out 

from there (school), but seat him with the others. Perhaps he will 

understand [the issues]. (Slwlchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 

245:9) 

n'>7:in? Nm,~ ,,n,';, '7Np N~1 '1Np '7Nj:11 

The attentive one will read [ of himself], and if one cannot read, let him 

become a partner with his (literate) friend. (Bava Bathra 21 a) 

These statements clearly indicate that the Rabbis were quite aware of the needs of 

their students. They tell us that students with learning or other disabilities are not to be 

58 Touger, 194. 
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removed from a classroom, rather, they should be encouraged to learn by placing them 

with students who do understand. 

The teacher is responsible for the education of his students. Through the use of 

various strategies, techniques and methodologies, he should encourage, guide, motivate 

and educate his students. In discussing the quintessential teacher, Rabbi Yossi explains it 

in another way, 'l, Nm m - nnN m~o::i N?N l'l')J ,.,Nn N? 1:n!>N, "Even if he did no more 

than make his eyes light up from an explanation of a single selection from the Mishnah -­

he is still considered to be his Rebbi." (Bai·a Metzia 33a) 

The Gifted Student 

The Rabbis were aware that the abiJities of children occupied a full spectrum 

which included those with learning and developmental disabilities, physical disabilities, 

average abilities, and those who were intellectually gifted. It was the responsibility of the 

parent to assure that these children received an education . 

... Ci1'>)\!h P'!ltm, .Tll\'JO l1' )'Nl 1l>:J',1., p 1', \'J'>i 

Ul1lp u::i UOY.> ,n,, 1):J','>\!,I n>:J 1.,,:>\!,!0l )l:l) l:!J. CNl 

And [if] he has a son that needs to study, and he doesn't have enough 

money for both of them,59 •.• if his son is smart and understanding with 

good intellectual capabilities, and he will study more than his father, the 

son comes first. (S/wlchan Arukh, Yoreh De/ah 245:2) 

nm,m n?UJY.)) l'>1l U.l ON ,r.llN n,m, ., ... 110,, ,:i:n 110,, Nm 1".Tl 

l01lP Ul l1'):l O''Pl"'IY.> 

Our Rabbis taught, if he has himself to teach and his son to teach ... R. 

Judah said: if his son is industrious, bright, and retentive, his son takes 

precedence over him. (Kiddushin 29b) 
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The Rabbis were quite clear in their message. If there is both a parent and child 

who need an education and a choice has to be made as to which one receives the 

education; if the child is smart, with good intellectual capabilities, and is retentive, the 

child's education has priority over the parent's education. It is understood that the parcnt1s 

education was important, however following the Rabbinic obligation mentioned in Nazir 

29a, it is an obligation to train one1s children in the performance of mitzvot,6° and that all 

children should study Torah. 

However, bringing a gifted student to a teacher to be taught is not enough. It is 

important for the parent to be aware of how their child's studies are progressing. If the 

teacher that was selected for the student initially is the inappropriate teacher, unable to 

teach the student according to his or her ability, then as the Rambam explains, the child 

may be transferred to another teacher. 

,mr., ,,ilr., NmYJ 1nN 1Y.3~Y.3~ ,o~or., l"i'n nN 1,::,,;10 

A child may be transferred from one teacher to another teacher, who is 

capable of teaching him at a faster pace ... 

(Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 2:6) 

Through ongoing communication with the child and with the teacher it is possible 

to follow the student's progress. Though accurate in the situation of the gifted child, 

maintaining an open communication is relevant in all educational situations. It can be 

easy to come to the conclusion that because a child seems to fit into the class where he or 

she is first placed, it does not mean that this is the situation which will ultimately be the 

59 For himself as a parent and for his son to study. 
60 Touger, 158. 
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best for the student. The student and the situation need to be constantly reassessed so that 

we can be sure we arc giving the student every opportunity to learn and grow. 

It is important to remember that the Rabbis did recognize that there were 

differences among our people, and that this is the way people were supposed to be 

created. Every person possesses many different traits and abilities. The Talmud reminds 

us of the diversity in people: 

m, m nm, On)Jl VNYJ oinn o::,n Tl1:l ,r.nN ',N1W'> 'Ol7JlN i1Nl1il 

m, m a,nn 1n'>!n~1!> 1'N1 

If one sees a multitude of Jews he says, "Blessed is ... the wise who knows 

the hidden secrets," because just as their minds are not similar to each 

other, their faces are not similar to each other. (Berachot 58a) 

It is up to us as Jews and Educators to give each person the respect and kavod, 

they are due. We need to recognize our individuality, accepting the differences among 

ourselves and treat each person as if they are a blessing. We need to be able to show no 

partiality among ourselves. The children that we teach are to be treated all alike. This 

does not mean that each child receives exactly the same lesson, but that each child should 

be given a complete education based on their abilities without discrimination. 



Chapter 4 
Special Needs Education in the Congregational School 

The Jewish people have historically placed an emphasis on education. In Biblical 

times, a priority was put on teaching all people by reading the text to them. in order for 

them to know the laws. Iri our Rabbinic literature we saw the necessity of hiring teachers 

so that all children could be taught. The common thread which weaves in and out of 

Biblical and Rabbinic literature is that of inclusiveness. Hearing and learning text was not 

considered optional, and all the children of Israel were to have the opportunity to learn 

regardless of their abilities. 

This basic premise has not changed for thousands of years. As Jews we believe 

that every Jewish child deserves a Jewish education; it is nothing less than their 

birthright. We are not only obligated to teach our children, but must also recognize the 

diversity of our children. Many of today's Jewish educators acknowledge that the 

education each child receives has to be in accordance with that child's individual abilities 

and needs. 

In our congregational schools, often called supplementary schools, there has been 

a move to include children with disabilities of varying degrees of severity in the 

educational system. Though the Biblical writers and Rabbis spoke of the importance of 

education for aJJ, inclusive education has not been commonly found in American 

congregational schools. Sporadic efforts at establishing special education within the 

Jewish community began primarily in the l 960s and early l 970s.61 As secular school 

systems have concentrated more on special needs education, there has been a refocus of 
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direction within our congregational schools. With the development of advanced 

diagnosis, identification and teaching methodologies, the techniques and stmtcgies once 

used primarily in the secular world have been adopted and are now used by Religious 

Schools. However, much of what is now being done in secular and religious education 

was recognized long ago in our sacred texts. 

The Tanakh teaches us that, m;p '>1Ul? 1'>l:i-~:,, "All your children will learn of 

YHWH." (Isaiah 54: 13) In accordance with that teaching, our congregational schools 

must open their doors to all of our children, enabling them to receive a Jewish education. 

This, however, is not an easy task. The community of learners in a congregational school 

ranges from very young children to those who are young adults. As we learn more about 

the needs of the children within our community, the more willing we must be to adapt so 

that each child's individual needs are met. The congregational school will need to be 

aware of these varying abilities and work with each student and his or her family to find 

the best placement and the program that is best suited for the student. 

According to the Rabbis of the Talmud, everyone is required to study regardless 

of their intellectual ability or physical capability. We see this in the Passover Haggadah 

when reading of the 'Four Sons'. The Rabbis knew that children are different from one 

another, and the way each child is responded to parallels the various traits and abilities of 

the students that are seen in our congregational schools. This teaches us how we should 

respond to the needs of our students. From the ones who are unable to ask questions, 

whether they are too young to understand or have developmental, physical or learning 

disabilities which keep them from being able to understand, to the ones who are gifted 

61 Edward Kaminetzky, Studies in Torah Judaism: Sins '?l Omission - The Neglected 
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and need enrichments beyond the rest of the class. What is clear is that the account of the 

'four sons' described in the Haggadah is a paradigm for teaching all kinds of learners. We 

have a sacred obligation to ensure that our schools have the capability to teach all our 

children through a curriculum that is appropriate. stimulating and enriching, while 

providing for the intellectual and physical requirements of all the students. 

The Americans with Disabilities Act {ADA), the 1990 law which provides a 

national mandate for eliminating discrimination against those with disabilities, reaches 

beyond the public realm into the private, religious domain. It defines a religious entity as 

a "religious corporation, association, educational institution or society",62 thereby 

mandating that congregations, camps and other of our faculties fall within the auspices of 

the ADA. Providing for the physical requirements of the students ensures them total 

accessibility to the congregation. Going beyond providing literal access to bathrooms and 

ramps. an accessible congregation makes every effort for people with disabilities to be 

able to participate fu)ly in the congregation's activities. 

Physical Disabilities 

In Leviticus I 9: 14 we are instructed to not curse the deaf nor put a stumbling 

block before the blind. When we deny accessibility to our students that is exactly what 

we are doing. The stumbling hlock is that which keeps our children from learning to the 

best of their ability in school. The physically disabled student is entitled to full spectrum 

of education, the same as every other student. It is this access to Jewish knowledge that 

our sacred texts require of us. 

Child, (New York: Yeshiva University Press, 1977) 106-108. 



Granting physical access means that congregations must ensure that the 

synagogue and the classrooms arc suitable for students with physical disabilities. Though 

physical abilities of students vary greatly, considerations should include: 

• Can the students physically enter the building, sanctuary, classroom and 

bathroom, and move around in these spaces? 

• Can the students ascend the bima, so that they can participate in services, Junior 

Congregation and Junior Choir? 

• Are special programs held in locations that allow the students to participate? 

• Are classroom materials designed for ease of handling? 

Students who are blind or visually impaired have another set of educational 

considerations. Not restricted by movement, these students are challenged by their sight 

limitations. Our Rabbinic literature tells of those who are blind and are also educated, 

including those who were both students of Torah and teachers of Torah despite their 

disability. 

o,r.no )nm .O"r.l ":1N1'l' 1nm O":::t)J '>::J.tnn inn w, ?N1YJ' ,n::m ,~,,,l 
??:>n om .n~::n?J1 m,:i n11n Tlt.J~n::i l'Ptm.1 ,,n 1:>-'!l-?).1-")N't 

iWUJYJn 'lj?'>Jl).10 

The greatest Sages of Israel included wood choppers, water drawers and 

blind men. Despite these [difficulties] they were occupied with Torah 

study day and night and were included among those who transmitted the 

Torah's teachings.... (Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah I: 9) 

62 .. Liheyot: Access to Judaism, Guidelines for Congregational Certification," (New 
York: Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 1990), 13. 
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The Sages Maimonides spoke about, Rav Yosef and Rav Sheshet, two of the more 

prominent Amoraim,63 exemplify that blindness does not restrict a person1s ability to 

study Torah. The large number of Talmudic sages who were blind probably reflect the 

wide prevalence of this disability at those times.6-l There were a number of people who 

were both blind and educated. Their blindness, though a disability, was not a handicap. It 

did not hold them back from being able to learn. Even with their sight limitations they 

were able to fulfill the mitzvah of Talmud Torah. Our lesson is that the study of Torah 

remains an obligation for all people, even those who can't see the Torah. 

The teachers in Rabbinic literature used repetition, mnemonics and memorization 

to educate. Modern methodologies of teaching the blind include these older and well­

tested strategies, along with others. Braille, the system of reading for the blind using 

combinations of six raised dots, was developed in the early l 800's. The use of Braille for 

teaching Judaica a1lows students to participate in the classroom and in the school's 

programming. The Hebrew Braille System, developed in the l 930's, was universally 

adopted in the l 950's. Using Hebrew Braille, a blind student can ]earn to read Hebrew 

and actively participate in Religious services, including reading of the Haftarah and 

reading from a siddur. 65 

63 Za'ev Abramson and Eliyah Touger, translators, Maimonides Mishneh Torah: Hile/wt 
De'ot, The lav1·s of Personali~r Development and Hilchot Talmud Torah. The Laws <?f 
Torah Stud_v. (New York: Moznaim Publishing Corporation, 1989), 171. 
64 Louis Isaac Rabinowitz, "Blindness: In Talmud and Jewish Law" Enc:vclopedia 
Judaica - CD-ROM Edition, (Israel: Judaica Multimedia Ltd., 1997). 
65 Tape recorded materials, large-print books, or materials written in Braille can be 
obtained from the Jewish Braille Institute of America located in New York City, (800) 
433-153 l, www.jewishbraille.org. In addition, the JBI will transcribe any Jewish text­
books into a large-print book, a tape recording or Braille upon request. All materials are 
available in both Hebrew and English. Their services are free of charge. 
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Jn addition to reading Braille, blind and visually impaired students can learn 

through other strategies. Using confluent education to blend together the cognitive, 

affective and the psychomotor to teach a concept. blind and visually impaired students 

can be exposed to and learn about different areas of Judaism. Some strategies can 

include: 

• The students should use a tape recorder in class to tape the class session and 

record assignments. 

• Use the sense of touch in teaching/ learning: ritual items, holiday objects, clay, 

and craft materials. 

• Use music and kinesthetics as a means of communicating and teaching/ learning. 

• Use descriptive language in the classroom. 

• Utilize computers and specialized software to enrich the classroom learning. 

Software is available in large print Hebrew/ English, as well as programs that use 

auditory means of teaching. 

• Use large print and/ or Braille materials to enhance teaching/ learning, including 

siddurim and humashim. 

• Have magnifying glasses available in both the classroom and the sanctuary for the 

visually impaired student to use. (Large print and Braille books can be bulky and 

too heavy for some people.) 

Hebrew Braille materials can be obtained from the Jewish Institute for the Blind in 
Jerusalem, 02-6599555 or 02-6599504. 
A Central Library for the Blind in Israel, 972-9-8617874, makes available books and 
materials in Hebrew and English as well as other languages. 
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• Seat visually impaired students away from glare and close to the chalkboard; have 

adequate sight lines to board or speaker; maintain adequate lighting. 

• When using visual aids, give the visuaHy impaired student a large print or Braille 

copy of the material being shown. 

• Utilize student peers to volunteer to tutor, tape record materials and assist student 

when requested. 

• Familiarize the students with the layout of the synagogue. 

Those with hearing impairments were not always considered educable. A person 

who was mute was ineligible to study with the sages. Those with hearing impairments in 

early Rabbinic literature were long thought to be uneducable because they were unable to 

understand spoken language and many times were unable to communicate. Yet one 

Talmudic story to some extent invalidates this view: 

Behold there were two mute men in Rabbi [Yehudah HaNasi's] 

neighborhood, sons of the daughter of Rabbi Yohahan ben Gidgada, who 

would go in to the House of Study whenever Rabbi (Yehudah HaNasi] 

entered [there] and they would sit before him [and other sages] and they 

would nod their heads and move their lips. And Rabbi [Yehudah HaNasiJ 

prayed for them and they were healed, and it turned out that they knew 

Halakhah (i.e. Mis/mah), Stfra, S(fre, and the whole Talmud! 

(Hagigah 3a) 

These two men were allowed to study even though they were considered 

incapable of learning, because there were no fonnal means of educating them. They were 

later found competent to do so, for they were able to learn the whole Talmud. 
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Yet much of the same negative attitude remained until the )ate l 800's when a new 

insight regarding the education of deaf-mutes came in the fonn of re,\p<msu. ()(\ This 

described a group of deaf-mutes who were visited in the Vienna Institute for the Deaf and 

Dumb. Their curriculum and behavior was so impressive that they should be considered 

'nonnal' and obliged to fulfill the commandments of the Torah.h7 

Educational and technological advances in modem society have enabled those 

with hearing impainnents to be actively involved in congregational life. Hearing aids 

have been developed to assist those with limited or deficient hearing. Speaker systems 

and hearing devices are used in synagogue programming and allow many to hear more 

clearly. 

The use of sign language to teach those with hearing impairments has changed the 

shape of deaf education. The development of sign language began in Italy in sixteenth 

century c.e. by a physician. In 1620 the first book on sign language was published. 

American Sign Language, not developed until the l 8001s. plays a key role in teaching 

deaf children in our congregational schools. Sign language in the classroom enables 

students to participate in Judaic studies with the rest of the class. although American Sign 

Language (ASL) has some shortcomings and does not always meet the special needs of 

the Jewish people. 

Many prayers have been translated into sign language with hand symbols, as 

opposed to finger spelling, and there have been many 'new' signs created to represent 

words where the old word was inappropriate. For example, the ASL sign for 'prayer' 

66 The responsa by Rabbi Simcha Bunim Sofer, Shevet S,?fer, Even ha-Ezer, No. 21. 
67 Louis Isaac Rabinowitz, "Deaf-Mute: Further Developments in the 1970s," 
Encyclopedia Judaica - CD-ROM Edition, (Israel: Judaica Multimedia Ltd., 1997). 
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places both hands flat together in front of the person with the head bowed, clearly a 

Christian symbol. The 'new' Jewish sign for 'prayer' places the one hand in another, palms 

facing up while the whole body moves back and forth representing "shuckeling" in 

prayer.Mi 

This development in sign language is vital to the education of our deaf students. 

The goal of Jewish Educators is to help prepare each student to become a knowledgeable 

Jewish adult, helping each to develop their own Jewish identity and function in this world 

as a Jewish adult. Jewish sign language reinforces teachings in the congregational school 

using language which supports and substantiates the curriculum and programming of the 

school. It is not enough to be able to follow along in a prayerbook. The use of sign 

language enables students to understand what is being said in religious services by giving 

them the opportunity to make spiritual connection. Using sign language, the deaf student 

can be ca1led to the Torah to become a Bar or Bat Mitzvah. 'Reading' through signing 

allows students to fully participate in the congregational religious experience. 

Using sign language is only one aspect of what can be done to meet the needs of 

Jewish deaf and hearing impaired students.09 Teachers need to be aware of other 

strategies and considerations when instructing in the congregational school. It is 

important to realize that we must adapt our methods and our procedures so that our 

students receive a full Jewish education. Some of these suggestions deal with hearing 

impaired students using lip~reading to assist themselves with communication: 

68 Adele Kronick Shuart, Signs in Judaism: A Resource Book for the Jewish Deaf 
Community, (New York: Bloch Publishing Company, 1986), 121. 
An additional resource for Jewish signing is : David Bar-Tzur, Survival Signs for Jewish 
Vocahula1J:, online http://www.rit.edu/~dabdis/rlgn/vocab/srvivlsins.html 



• Speak only when facing the class. 

• Use visual aids when teaching, including slides, video tapes, overhead projector, 

posters. maps, etc. 

• Do not move around much when teaching. Do not stand in front of a window. 

(This makes it harder for the student to see the teacherts face.) 

• Repeat questions that were asked by other students. 

• Use the sense of touch in teaching/ learning: ritual items, holiday objects, clay, 

and craft materials. 

• Use kinesthetics as a means of communicating and teaching/ learning. 

• Utilize computers and specialized software to enrich the classroom learning. 

There is a variety of Judaic software available, including Hebrew Sign Language. 

• Utilize volunteer student peers to take notes of class discussions, and also assist 

student when requested. 

• Use sign language when appropriate; teach sign language to other members of the 

class. 

Students with deafblindness are both deaf and blind. They hold special challenges 

for the congregational school, the biggest of which is communication. These students 

need to receive their education through their other senses, and most of their input will be 

from tactile stimulation. The sense of touch plays a major role in the education of 

deatblind students including the use of Braille, fingerspelling, and exploring through the 

6'' Resources for Jewish Deaf/ Hearing impaired can be obtained through the National 
Congress of Jewish Deaf and its affiliates. 
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sense of touch. The teacher, in turn, needs to be aware of the students' non-verbal signs 

and clues to communicate. Students should be encouraged to participate in 

congregational and schoo1 activities. Teaching the deafblind child is not easy but by using 

non-traditional methodologies the deatblind child can learn about and be a part of their 

Jewish community. 

Learning / Processing Disabilities 

Children with learning disabilities are unique m their abilities, and learn in 

different ways and at different rates than other children in their classes. Our Biblical and 

Rabbinic literature referred to those whose ability to learn differed from that of other 

children. Even in ancient times it was recognized that not all children ]earn in the same 

way. There are times when we need to work with our children so that they can understand 

and apply what they are learning. This is clear in the words of Proverbs 22:6. 

,::,11 '>!I-~~,~)';, ·pn, 'educate each child according to his [own] way'. 

The word 'educate' is significant because of its implications. This statement could 

have easily said 'show each child .. .' or 'tell each child .. .', or even 'teach each child ... 1. 

Both the words 'show' and 'tell' deal with a single level of understanding, which is either 

visual or auditory learning. This is a cursory learning with no deep understanding. The 

learning disabled child learns best through multiple modalities, using the various senses 

and diversified teaching techniques. 

The word 'teach' implies instructing and imparting knowledge or skill. When a 

person teaches a child they are transmitting infonnation for the child to learn. There may 

or may not be various techniques used to teach the material, and the level of knowledge is 

deeper than that of 'showing' or 'telling' a student. The word 'teach' 10,, is found 
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throughout the Tanakh and is used in various instances to describe instruction. However, 

the word 'educate' 1m, is used in this verse of the Tanakh. To educate a child develops 

the innate capabilities of a child, so that they are brought to a higher level of 

understanding. A child is just not memorizing the words so that they can be spit back. 

When we educate each child according to his own ways, we are helping each child to 

develop a deeper understanding by using the child's own strengths and developing his or 

her abilities. This is important for the special needs student who might understand a 

teaching on a superficial level, yet not be able to apply that leaning. To 'educate' implies a 

fullness, awareness and depth to the education that the special needs student must 

receive. 

In the congregational school classroom, teachers are exposed to children with 

various types of learning disabilities. Current studies suggest that approximately 15% of 

the US population have learning di-;abilitics.70 Ho1v•~ver. because of the lack of 

uniformity within the definition of learning disabilities, statistical figures may not be 

accurate.71 Often difficult to recognize at first, the difficulties of these students may 

become more obvious in the classroom as time progresses. This is especially true of 

schools which hold classes on weekday afternoons, after the child has had a full day of 

public school. The additional hours in school may make some learning disabilities more 

exaggerated (i.e. ADD/ ADHD or dyslexic students). 

The majority of special needs children in the congregational schools are those 

with learning/ processing disabilities. These disabilities affect the way that children learn 

in school. People learn language differently then they learn other things. Language is 

7° Kirk, Gallagher and Anastasiow, 222. 



learned aurally. orally, and visually. For some, language is also learned kinesthetically. 

Many learning disabled children are not able to learn by one specific method of teaching. 

The teacher must use multiple modalities when instructing special needs students, and 

they must be prepared to adapt to the needs of their students. This is especially true for 

students learning to read Hebrew. 

When our sages taught Hebrew they made sure that the students only received 

information in small bits, "When a man acquires his Torah ... little by little, it increases," 

(Eruvin 54b). They knew that children needed to be exposed to the information slowly 

and carefully in order to learn. The sages also used mnemonics and repetition to help 

assist students to learn to read Hebrew.72 No one method alone will effectively teach 

children with learning disabilities. Leaming Disabled students need multiple triggers in 

order to learn to read Hebrew. To teach Hebrew it is suggested: 

• Use kinesthetic methods to reinforce learning 

• Many learning disabled children have a short attention span, teaching techniques 

may have to change often 

• Use arrows of directionality 

• Visually distinguish between look-alike letters 

• Repetition is necessary for improvement. Have students practice reading out loud, 

this uses multiple modalities. 

• Use window blocks to assist students with reading, when necessary 

71 Ibid. 
72 11The children come today to the House of Study and said things .. . Aleph Bet - elaph 
binah (learn understanding) ... "(Shabbat l 04a), "He who studies and does not repeat his 
lessons is as one who plants and does not enjoy the fruit." {Sanhedrin 99) 

- 79 -



• Print vowels in a different color form the consonants 

• Give positive reinforcement for students who do good work 

• Reading and repeating familiar (reading) material at lower reading levels helps to 

reinforce and strengthen the reading ability 

• Building the students ability to read sight words will increase their reading level 

• Teach the students how to practice reading Hebrew. As we learned from our 

Rabbinic literature, small bits at a time. When reading a prayer or verse, read 1-3 

words at a time, then repeat them before going on 

• Use computers to enhance teaching. There are many programs designed to teach 

Hebrew readiness, Torah reading and trope. 

In addition to Hebrew classes, students with learning disabilities also have 

difficulty learning in their Judaic studies classes. Often students are sitting for long 

periods of time, possibly doing textbook work. It is necessary for teachers with learning 

disabled students to adapt their teaching strategies in order to become more effective. 

There are three adaptation strategies which can be used; adaptation of objectives, 

adaptation of materials, and adaptation of instructional presentation. 73 

Adaptation of Objectives 

• Selecting the objectives to meet the needs of the students 

• Task Analysis- breaking the objectives into two or more sequential objectives. 

For a more complete listing of material written in Rabbinic literature, see Appendix 8, 
Teaching Methodologies. 
73 "Adapting Curriculum for Students in Special Education: A Teacher's Handbook." 
(New York: New York City Board of Education, Division of Special Education, Office of 
Curriculum and Professional Development, 1987), 7-17. 



Ada plat ion of Materials 

• Enlarge printed material 

• Reduce amount of information on a page 

• Increase space on answer sheets and between words, sentences and lines 

• Modify vocabulary used 

• Color code infonnation in book. Highlight topic in one color, examples in another 

color, etc. 

• Tape record materials to be used in class and to be taken home 

• Outline items in picture that needs to be distinguished, i.e. Israel on a map 

• Use materials that are visually appealing 

• Use three dimensional examples, do not rely only on books, handouts and 

chalkboard 

Adaptations of Instructional Presentation 

• Use a variety of teaching techniques: visual, auditory, kinesthetic and tactile. 

• Change mode of presentation by changing materials, directions, and information 

• Use several modes simultaneously; show a physical example while describing it 

• Keep similar topics together 

• Use repetition and reinforcement in teaching 

• Individualize task completion schedules 

• Use computers to enhance teaching. There is a multitude of Judaic software 

available. 

• Use modeling in teaching, show students how you want them to behave and what 

you want them to do 
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• 

• Have students repeat directions back to teacher 

• Sit distractible students near teacher 

• Adapt tests to fit the learning needs of the students. i.e. use an oral exam for a 

child with dysgraphia; do not ask a child with dyscalculia to number the order in 

which Biblical stories are read 

• Be aware of spatial / directional/ problems 

• Use window blocks to assist students with reading, when necessary 

When working with special needs students in the congregational school, it is 

important to recognize that sitting at desks for long periods of time, and reading and 

writing present an obvious area of difficulty for learning disabled students. However, 

there are other locations within the congregation that may also cause problems. Educators 

and teachers need to be aware that the Sanctuary and library, where students must sit still 

for periods of time, and art room, where there may be many distractions, may be equally 

difficult for some students with special needs. 

Developmentally Disabled 

The term 'developmental disability' was not used in ancient times. Yet it was 

recognized in our sacred texts that there were those who were obviously more severely 

disabled than those with learning disabilities. In lvfekorot Gedolot, Metzudat David 

comments upon Proverbs 22 stating, "Initiate the child ... in accordance with his level of 

intelligence, whether great or limited." Those with developmental disabilities have 

limited intelligence and a slower rate of learning. That however, does not mean that they 

are unable to learn. The statement in Mekorot Gedolot is cJear in its meaning; children 

should be taught Torah, at whatever level they are able to learn it. 
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Students with developmental disabilities may not always seem to be able to 

follow the material being taught in our congregational schools. However, we can't 

assume that these students get nothing out of education, Religious Services, and the many 

programs that our synagogues have to offer. Students with developmental disabilities 

simply progress at a slower rate than other children. 

Families of students with developmentally disabled children may opt to place 

their child in a self-contained classroom with other students that have similar disabilities. 

Other families may wish to have their child included in the regular classroom. 74 These 

decisions should be made by the family of the student in conjunction with the 

congregation's Educator. Either placement will require additional staff in the classroom to 

assist the students so that an optimal level of education can take place for all the students. 

Our Rabbis described using several methodologies in teaching, including: 

teaching in small bits, using repetition, motivation using rewards. peer tutoring and 

mnemonics. These educational methods are crucial for successfully instructing students 

with developmental disabilities. Furthermore, teaching and reinforcing social skills 

should play a major role in religious education for the developmentally disabled. Some 

teaching strategies may include: 

• Take small steps. Break all elements into the smallest possible units. 

• Adapt materials to work on the students' level. 

• Create tasks for the students that are brief and uncomplicated. 

• Keep the tasks and materials concrete. Use familiar objects when teaching. 

74 Rabbinic sources suggest that students who are having difficulty in the class to be 
placed with other students who know the material. See Appendix B, Teaching 
Methodologies. 
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• Use repetition to reinforce learning. Do this by creating tasks, games, etc., which 

reinforce the same point. 

• When teaching Hebrew, use audio tapes and transliteration when necessary. 

• Reward success. Each task attempted or accomplished should be rewarded. 

Failure can damage a student's confidence and desire to learn. 

• Use music in teaching. Music is understood in a different center of the brain than 

speech. Many children with developmental or neurological disabilities find it 

easier to learn when music is involved. 

• Show praise and physical affection. 

The Gifted Student 

Gifted students are usually easy to spot in the congregational school. They are 

generally the ones who easily answer questions in class discussions, learn quickly, can be 

creati vc and volunteer to do extra for the class. A gifted student in the class can be an 

asset. However, there are some gifted students who are not recognized right away for 

their abilities. These are the students whose needs are not being met, who have become 

bored and educationally unstimulated. 

The Rabbis recognized the abilities of gifted students and the importance of 

placing them with teachers who will be able to motivate and challenge them. 

m:m ,mn Nm\t/ 1nN ,n~r.,';, 1r.,~nJr., 1\JPn nN ,,,,~,r., 

A child may be transferred from one teacher to another teacher, who is 

capable of teaching him at a faster pace ... 

(Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Toruh 2:6) 
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In addition the Rabbis used gifted students to assist those who had more difficulty 

in the classes. 75This method of helping the disabled also kept the gi fled students engaged 

in the lessons in the school. Other suggestions for the gifted student might be: 

• Provide the students with enrichment material to do when other classwork 1s 

completed 

• Provide the students with extra credit (research) work 

• Ask the student to assist other students 

• Adapt the lesson to accommodate the abilities and multiple intelligences of the 

students 

• Use the computer and appropriate software to enrich the class 

• Develop mini-courses which utilize other modalities of learning 

• In Hebrew develop an advanced level reading group 

• Track -;tudents in Hebre,v according to level not age 

• Encourage students to write their own worship service using alternative styles 

The role of the congregational school and its teachers is not an easy one. There 

are many types of students within our walls who are vying for attention; students who 

have disabilities, those who are gifted and those who are average children. However, we 

can learn from our patriarch, Jacob. As he lay on upon his deathbed, he addressed an 

appropriate parting word to each of his children?' It is the responsibility of the 

congregational school to emulate the actions of Jacob and provide each student a Jewish 

education which is best suited for his or her abilities. 

75 See Appendix B, Teaching Methodologies 
76 Genesis 49:28 



Chapter5 
The Congregational School 

Our sacred texts spoke about the importance of giving all our students an 

education. Schooling. per say. was not specifically addressed in the Tanakh. It was not 

until later in the Rabbinic literature that the school itself was mentioned. The type of 

system that the Rabbis described was a full day program where students spent many 

hours a day being instructed. 77 This instruction lasted all day and into the night. 

n,,,.J.., o,,:i i1r.l?? o:,)n? ,,:, n,,,nr., Jl~P'I O'l'il 7:::, O"Tr.>?r.n :J'l.ll' 

The teacher sits and teaches them all day and a little into the night in order 

to educate them to study day and night. 

(Shulchan An1kh, Yoreh De'ah 245:11) 

The amount of time that the students spent in school learning as depicted in the 

Slmlchan Arukh has similarities to the public and Jewish day schools of modem time. 

Public schools and Jewish day schools both operate on a system in which the students 

attend school 5 days a week for approximately 6 hours each day. This allows for the 

school to vary its approach with those who need special attention. Students may attend 

special classes as needed, get pulJed out of class for some small group work or stay in the 

classroom with the rest of the students, with or without a class aide. 

The congregational school setting is unique in the way it must deal with special 

needs students. The Biblical and Rabbinic literature does not describe educational 

systems which are similar to the model found in congregational schools. The fonn of 

77 In addition to daily instruction, the teacher should " ... not stop teaching them at all 
except for erev Shabbat and erev Yom Tov." (Slm/chan Arukh, Yoreh De'£1t 245: 12) 
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education that is seen in congregational schools is an adaptation to the needs of modem 

society. In congregational schools, classes meet 1-3 times a week for approximately 2 

hours each class session. Not only is there a time constraint within the congregational 

school setting, but also the reality that children are usually going to the congregational 

school after attending a full day of public or day school. Many children may be tired after 

already putting in a full day in a classroom. 

Some may have concerns that any alternative class setting will tend to take 

students away from the limited socializing that can occur during the school session. It is 

important to realize that Religious education is more than academics; it is also about 

being part of Am Yisrael. The interaction that the students have with other students during 

Religious or Family Services. holiday celebrations and other synagogue programs adds to 

the students' socialization. The richness of heritage that students acquire in the 

congregation is all part of the students' educational experience. 

Though limited on time, the congregational classroom can avail itself of several 

options while trying to decide upon the correct setting to positively meet the educational 

needs of its special needs students. 78 

• The self-contained classroom provides a separate classroom for students with a 

special needs instructor and possibly an aide. The more serious the disabilities, the 

smaller the teacher/student ratio needs to be. For all non-academic school activities, 

the special needs child would be mainstreamed with the rest of the student body. 

7x "Handbook for Special Education Programs in the Synagogue Schools," Bureau of 
Jewish Education of San Francisco, the Peninsula, Marin and Sonoma Counties. (Fall 
1996), 9-13 

- 87 -



Those non-academic activities might include special trips, assemblies, services, and 

special programming. 

Advantages of the self-contained classroom are that students receive specialized 

academic attention and therefore may experience more success. Classes are generally 

smalJer, and the curriculum can be specifically adjusted to meet the special needs of 

each child. 

Disadvantages of the self-contained classroom are that the students are isolated from 

other students and the 1special class' status might stigmatize some students. 

• In inclusion, students are integrated into the congregation's regular education 

program. Inclusion allows special needs students and other students to learn side by 

side and are serviced by the regular class teacher. The curriculum of the special needs 

student (1) may be the same as the other students, (2) may follow the same 

curriculum. but pursue different objectives, based on the students' abilities, (3) may 

follow the same lesson, but pursue different goals from different curricular areas or 

(4) they may pursue alternative activities from the rest of the class. This may be 

obtained in association with either a pull-out program or a plug in program, when 

necessary. 

The advantage to inclusion is that all students are part of the class and therefore 

develop social benefits of peer interaction. The remainder of the students learn about 

diversity and tolerance. 

The disadvantages to inclusion are that there may be some students who feel 

uncomfortable with the diversity in the class. Having students with different needs in 



the same class may be difficult for some teachers. Teachers must be tmincd to handle 

classes with a diverse student body. 

• In the pull-out program, special needs students are taken out of the classroom by a 

special needs instructor to work either individually or in a small group for part of the 

class time. The special needs instructor also works with the classroom instructor to 

help coordinate how the teacher works with the child in the classroom setting. 

Advantages are that the students are able to get some social benefits of being in a 

regular classroom with other students. Each student receives individualized learning 

intervention, while all the rest of the students learn about diversity in the classroom 

environment. 

Disadvantages of the pull-out model are that the students miss what is being taught in 

the classroom while they are out of the class. Some students may feel uncomfortable 

or self-conscious with the special treatment they receive. Scheduling pull out time 

may be difficult for the classroom and special needs teachers to coordinate. 

• In the plug-in program the special education teacher goes into the classroom to work 

either with an individual student or with a smaller group of students. The small 

groups may either consist of special needs students only or special needs students 

with some of their other classmates. 

The advantage to this program is that the students are able to be fully included in a11 

the classroom programs, without feeling segregated from other students. They receive 

individualized instruction while at the same time exposing the rest of the class to 

diversity. 
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The disadvantages of this model are that team teaching can be difficult for some 

teachers. especially for teachers who have little experience. There is much 

coordination required between both the classroom and special education teachers as 

the latter must enter into the classroom at different times; this may well be when the 

teacher is in the middle of a lesson. The amount of support that the special needs 

students receive may not be enough. Some special needs students may feel 

uncomfortable with having a special education instructor enter the classroom. 

There are opposing views on whether or not the special needs children should be 

placed in special self-contained classes in the congregational school. Some believe that 

creating special classes results in segregation, which does not enhance the children's 

Jewish self-image and, as a result, has a negative impact upon the children. 79 There are 

others who are wary of making universal statements such as 'religious school classrooms 

should be heterogeneous'.80 

Long before the modern educational system was trying to decide how best to 

educate those with special needs. Joseph Karo seemed to ponder this question. In the 

Shulchan Arukh, we read; 

1,p,tir.l l)T.m :m, inN NJ1 mpum, 1r.>,r.>'ll 1r.,1;,r., ll'O Ill' ON 

'>J\!Ji1 'l!:>Y.l )"1\?JN1i1 

If you have a teacher who teaches children and another comes who is 

better than him, you get rid of the first in place of the second. 

(Slwlchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 18) 

79 Zena W. Sulkes, "An Expression of Our Commitment to Kial Yisn1el," Compas.'t, 
Winter 1986, 8. 
8° Kerry M. Olitzky, "Proceed with Caution.," Compass, Winter 1986, 8. 
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This statement looks at class placement on two levels. First, in a general sense, if 

the teacher of a class is unable to convey the infonnation to the students. and the students 

are not learning from this particular teacher, then for the sake of the class, the first teacher 

needs to be replaced by one who is better. A second explanation for this statement is one 

which looks at the placement of special needs students. The question at hand is what type 

of placement is best for a special needs child, self-contained or inclusion. There is strong 

support for inclusion in Maimonides' and Shulchan Arukh~\· view that a student with 

reading problems should be allowed to stay with their classmates because perhaps they 

will understand the lesson on an oral or aural level. Further, what can be deduced from 

Karo's comment in regard to special needs children is that they need to be placed with 

that teacher who is able to teach them better than another teacher. This is not saying that 

the first teacher is unable or unqualified to teach. It is saying that the first teacher may not 

be the right teacher for a particular special needs student. 

In addition to classroom setting, class size is also relevant for the special needs 

students. Our Rabbinic literature addressed the situation of class size differing in regard 

to how many teachers should be in a class when there are more than 40 students. The 

point on which they agree however. is that there should be no more than 25 students to 

one teacher. 

inr< ,n~m ';,~N o,,n~ mj:mm nitinrn-o,i'tl)J 

01lD?:l l)J)O? ,nx lY.>)11'.l''Oi>:l D')ll1N 1)J nwr.m,-o,,'O)J ?)J 131" l'i1 

mpi:,,n ,,r.,,r., ,:,\!.I on, ,,,,o)ln O')J:11N ';,)I irn, 1m 

[A maximum of] 25 students should study under one teacher. If there are 

more than 25, up to 40, an assistant is appointed to help him in their 

instruction. If there are more than forty students. two teachers are 

appointed. (Maimonides, Hile/wt Talmud Torah 2:5) 
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1n congregational schools the size of classes vary from those that arc very small 

with only a few students to those classes that are much larger with over 20 students in a 

class. This is dependent upon the size of the classroom and the needs of the students. 

Classes that have students with physical disabilities or students with mild learning 

disabilities may comfortably contain 20 students. However, classes which have students 

with more serious learning or developmental disabilities would require a smaller class 

size. 

It is necessary for the classes to meet the needs of the students, therefore a school 

must place a student in a class of the type and size that is best suited for the student. This 

may entail creating an inclusive class with pull-out sessions for some students, or creating 

a smaller self-contained class for other students. Whether a class is self-contained or 

inclusive, it is necessary to give each student as much personalized attention as possible 

without isolating him or her from the other students. Smaller class sizes appear to be 

optimal in teaching our students. 

Regardless of which classroom setting is best for a special needs student, using 

peers to interact with the special needs students is beneficial to both students. As early as 

the Talmud, we saw the benefit of peer tutoring for special needs students. We read of 

putting one student with another, 1if one is inattentive, put him next to a diligent one' 

(Bava Bathra 21 a). Throughout our sacred texts are descriptions of students learning 

from other students who know more: 'Even a child who doesn't understand to read ... you 

sit him with others' (Shu/chan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:9), 'One student is sharpened by a 

fellow-student' (Bereshit Rabhah, 69,2). 
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Peer tutoring or 'pairing' teaches children that though there arc some students who 

have different abilities, they are all still fellow human beings and Jews. This educational 

strategy also improves academic performance, boosts confidence, nurtures friendships, 

improves social attitudes, provides positive interactions and attitudes towards tutor, tutee, 

and subject content. 111 Peer tutoring, however, should not mean that the students are 

unsupervised. In this type of interaction, the teacher must set objectives, select and match 

students, prepare materials, determine schedule, monitor progress and evaluate the 

sessions. 

Professional educators need to be able to look at each child and their specific 

needs and develop a program that best suits the needs of the child and his or her family. 

No one program is appropriate for every student who comes into the congregational 

school. Educators must be conscious that the program that is right for a child one year 

may not meet the needs of that same student in subsequent years. 

The congregation's Educator/ Principal and the teacher must be in close contact 

with the parents of the special needs child. This is not only for assessment purposes, but 

also to establish a partnership for the child's learning. The Rabbinic literature directed 

the parent to bring the child to school when they were ready to learn, 82 yet ongoing 

communications between the family and the school are not noted. In our congregational 

schools, this communication is necessary for the well being of the students. The Educator 

should set the tone of the school and is responsible for communication between teachers, 

parents, and students. Maintenance of communication records and student records is vital 

81 Judy L. Olson and Jennifer M. Plaut, Teaching Children and Adolescent.i: with Special 
Needr 3rd Edition, (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Merrill, Prentice Hall, 2000), 292-5. 
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in striving to give the students the best education possible. When a special needs student 

enters the congregational school, creating an IEP (Individualized Education Plan) is 

critical. With the IEP, the school and the parents can cooperatively map the needs of the 

student and the actions to be taken to give the student the best education possible. 

Oftentimes parents have their own issues connected with their child's special 

needs and may tend to blame themselves. It is always important to be sensitive to this but 

also not to allow parental anxiety or denial to interfere with what is necessary for the 

student educationally.10 Nevertheless, the parents are the primary advocates for their own 

child's wellbeing and should always be involved in the decisions related to their 

education. 

The classroom teachers and resource room teachers spend the most time with the 

special needs students. They are responsible for carrying out the educational instruction 

as outlined in the IEP. and they are foremost in ensuring that the students fit into the class 

structure. It is the teacher who is able to make the student feel comfortable in the class. 

The manner in which the teacher treats the special needs students will be reflected in the 

way the other students interact with and accept the students. The teacher needs to treat the 

students with respect in all settings. 

The qualities of the teachers also reflect how they instruct the students. 

Maimonides believed that one should be, 'slow to anger, abundant in kindness' (Hilchol 

De'ot l :6), 'teach the students in calm, without shouting' (Hilchot De'ot 2:5), and 'with 

k:! Hi/chat Talmud Torah 2:2, "Children should be brought to study at the age of six or 
seven, according to strength of the child and the maturity of his body. 
83 Cory Chargo and Tobi R. lnnerfield, "Teaching Hebrew to Special Needs Children in a 
Supplementary Religious School," (Presentation, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute 
of Religion, 1998). 
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love and arc joyous' (Hile/wt De'ot 2:3). It is these attributes which set the tone of the 

class. Through the gentle direction of the teacher. the students will to learn. It is 

important for the teacher to place an emphasis on what the special needs child can do. 

Additionally, if the teacher believes the students will be successful, whether socially or 

academically. then the students usually wi)I. 

The teacher must constantly be attuned to the student and work for the benefit of 

the student. In doing so, the teacher must also be self-aware; it is essential that the 

teachers of the students receive continued training. In Rabbinic literature we read of those 

who arc both the ones who teach and the ones who are taught. 

;,~m\!Jil ,p,nyr., ,,::n::i om .n,,,::n □l':l n,m im~n:i ,,poiy ,,n 
... they were occupied with Torah study day and night and were incJuded 

among those who transmitted the Torah's teachings .... 

(Maimonides. Hilchot Talmud Torah 1: 9) 

.,,,,o, ,y:i )':I ,i:nn o';:i\1.1 ,,:i .7'\IJY )':l 'JY )':1 -- n,m 1,0':n,:i :i,,n ?N7\!J'Y.> \t-"N ';:i:, 

,n:, YJ\!1'1\!J ~nil 1Pl nmYJ )':l ,,ro ,,:,. 

Every Jewish man is obligated to study Torah, whether poor or rich, 

whether healthy in body or afflicted, whether young or aged (to the extent 

that) his strength is diminished. 

(Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah l :8) 

We have an obligation to teach our children and we are equally obligated to 

continue with our own education. We must be willing to expand our own knowledge and 

ourselves. Ongoing in-service training and continuing education courses keep the 

teachers abreast of the latest methodologies in dealing with their students. It provides 



teachers with the chance to interact with their peers and allows them opportunity for self­

evaluation. During training it is possible for the teachers to discuss classroom situations 

and receive feedback. This can only be a benefit for the school and the students' 

education. 

Many times the self-image of special needs students is not positive. In the Tanakh 

we read, 'l~~m '~llH1N1, "See my affliction and rescue me.'' We must respond to the calls 

of the special needs students, though their words may not be spoken out loud. It is crucial 

that the entire congregational staff including teachers, administrators, clergy and 

custodial be aware of the students' feelings. It is part of the role of the congregation to 

create an environment where the students feel personally and socially accepted. The 

actions of the congregational school and interactions with the students play a role in the 

students' self-esteem and Jewish development. Often times children with special needs 

have low self-esteem and have a multitude of negative experiences related to how their 

educational needs have or have not been mel in their day school environment. We have a 

moral and ethical obligation to ensure that the congregational school is a place where the 

educational and emotional needs of all students are met for the sake of these students' 

Jewish futures. 

We have no choice as to whether or not we are to teach one particular child or 

another. We have learned from our sacred texts that we are obligated to teach every child, 

and that every child is entitled to a Jewish education. The key in teaching students with 

special needs in the congregational schools is that of openness and flexibility. We must 

open our hearts to teach our children in love. We must open our doors, so that no one 

ever feels unwelcome. We must open minds. Open our own minds so that we will not be 
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blinded and unable to see a child who needs our help, and we must be there to help open 

the minds of our students to all aspects of Judaism. We must be flexible in our 

programming, requirements and in our instruction. We must be flexible, treating each 

child as an individual. For each child that we arc blessed to encounter, our schools must 

create an education which is personal and relevant. It is then that we are truly providing 

an education for all. This is our holy task. 
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Appendix A 
Sources in the Tanakh by Category 

• Inclusiveness 

King read text to all inhabitants ........................................................................ 2 Kings 23:2 

Moses read book of Covenant to the people ..................................................... Exodus 24:7 

YHWH said, "Speak to the children of Israel. .. " ......................................... Exodus 25: 1-2 

Moses spoke all the words to all Israel ........................................... Deuteronomy 32:44- 45 

All Israel learn and guard the laws ............................................................ Deuteronomy 5: l 

All Israel learn and guard the laws ............................................................ Deuteronomy 4: 1 

Moses commanded the people ................................................................. Deuteronomy 27: l 

Moses spoke to all Israel. do God's commandments ........................ Deuteronomy 27:9- 10 

Samuel spoke to all Israel ................................................................................. I Samuel 4: l 

Teaching from men to woman and all between .......................................... Nehemiah 8:2- 3 

1 have walked with all Israel.. .................................................................... 1 Chronicles 17:6 

House of Prayer for all people ............................................................................. Isaiah 56:7 

• Teach the children 

Sharply impress upon your children .......................................................... Deuteronomy 6:7 

Make them known to your children ........................................................... Deuteronomy 4:9 

Teach them, your children ..................................................................... Deuteronomy 11: 19 

All children will learn of Y HWH ...................................................................... Isaiah 54: 13 

Their children who do not know will hear and learn ............................. Deuteronomy 31: 13 

Teach children of Israel, put in their mouth ........................................... Deuteronomy 31: 19 

Teach you what you will speak (directed to Moses) ......................................... Exodus 4:12 

Teach you what you will speak (directed to Moses) ......................................... Exodus 4: 15 

Assemble people, hear words, learn, and teach children ......................... Deuteronomy 4: l 0 

YHWH commanded me to teach you ...................................................... Deuteronomy 4: 14 

YHWH commanded to teach you .............................................................. Deuteronomy 6: I 

• God created man/ mankind 

YHWH makes man's mouth, made dumb, deaf, seeing, blind ................... Exodus 4: I 0- 11 

YHWH formed the human being ........................................................................ Genesis 2:7 



God created mankind in God's image ............................................................... Genesis 1:27 

• Treatment of others 

Do not curse deaf, put stumbling block before blind .................................... Leviticus 19: 14 

Eyes to blind, feet to lame, father to needy ..................................................... Job 29: 15- 16 

Do not toughen heart or shut hand to needy ....................................... Deuteronomy 15:7- 8 

Open hand to poor and needy in your land ............................................ Deuteronomy 15: l l 

Cursed be he that makes the blind go astray .......................................... Deuteronomy 27: 18 

Saves the needy; cares about poor and needy ............................................ Psalms 72: 12- 13 

See my affliction and rescue me .................................................................. Psalms 119: 153 

Light to nations, to open blind eyes ................................................................ .Isaiah 42:6- 7 

• Give each what they need 

Jacob's blessings addressed appropriate parting word .................................... Genesis 49:28 

Educate each child according to his [own] way .............................................. Proverbs 22:6 

Tell child when asked about meaning ...................................................... Deuteronomy 6:20 

Tell child when asked about meaning ................................................... Joshua 4:6- 7, 21-22 

YHWH calls to Samuel, speak your servant is hearing ............................. I Samuel 3:4 .JO 

Make known the teaching ......................................................................... Psalms 78: I , 4 - 6 

Levites gave understanding, explaining explicitly ...................................... Nehemiah 8:7• 8 

Deaf shall hear, blind shall see .......................................................................... Isaiah 29: 18 

Eyes of blind opened, ears of deaf unclogged ..................................................... Isaiah 35:5 

Make darkness light before them ....................................................................... Isaiah 42: 16 

YHWH opens the eyes of the blind ................................................................. Psalms 146:8 

Misc.: 

"At a time when it is necessary to work for YHWH, make void your law.", (When there 

is a rule that keeps you from doing the right thing, disregard it) .............. Psalms 119: 16 



Appendix 8 
Sources in Rabbinic Literature by Category 

• Inclusiveness. Study of Torah for all: 

Man was created for the study of Torah ........................................................ Sanhedrin 99b 

Whoever withholds a teaching from his student. it is as though he had robbed him of his 

ancestral heritage. it is an inheritance for all lsrael.. ................................. Sanhedrin 91b 

Every man obligated to study Torah ... whether healthy in body or afflicted, whether 

young or aged (to the extent that) his strength is diminished 

.......................................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah I :8 

• Starting Age of Education: 

With whom do you find the cream of the Torah? With him who spits out upon it the milk 

which he has sucked from the breasts of his mother ................................... Berakhot 63a 

R' A vadiah Bartenura comments that. from the day he was born, his mother never took 

his crib out of the bet midrash, the study hall, so that all his ears should hear would be 

Torah thoughts ......................................................................................... Melo Hu-Omer 

From what time does he begin teaching his son, from the time he begins to speak 

................................................................................. Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:5 

When is a father obligated to teach [his child] Torah? From when he begins to speak. he 

should teach him "Torah tzivah lam, Moshe" and "Shema Yi.\·rael" 

.......................................................................... Maimonides, Hilc/101 Talmud Torah I :6 

When a child knows how to speak, his parent should teach him the Shema, Torah. and 

Hebrew, if he does not do so, it were better that the child were not even born 

.......................................................................................................... Tose_fta Hagigah I: I 

A father is bound in respect of his son. to circumcise, redeem, teach him Torah, take a 

wife for him, teach him a craft .................................................................. Kiddushin 29b 

When child is three years old we teach him the letters of the aleph-bet 

................................................................................. Slw/chan Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245:8 

After age 6 or 7, take child to a teacher ....................... Shulc:han Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245:5 
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Teach him, little by little. until 6 or 7, depending on health 

.......................................................................... Maimonides, Hile/wt Talmud Torah I :6 

Brought to study at age 6 or 7, according to stengh of age and fonn of body 

.......................................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 2:2 

Enter a child after they have completed 5 years. If he is puny, enter him when he has 

completed 6 yrs . ...................................................... Slmlchan Arukh, Yvreh De'ah 245:8 

Age 5, Bible; 10 Mishnah; etc .................................................................... Pirkei Avot 5:21 

Tum it [Torah] over and over again, contemplate it, until you tum grey and old 

................................................................................................................ Pirkei Avot 5:22 

• Hiring a Teacher: 

Mitzvah for all wise to teach students .......................... S/m/chan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:3 

Mitzvah for every wise to teach all students ......... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah I :2 

Just as a person is obligated to teach his son, so too, is he obligated to teach his 

grandson .......................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 1 :2 

Obligated to hire teacher for son, if not instructed by father. hire own teacher 

.......................................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 1 :3 

Hire teacher for seJf, when can understand ........... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 1 :3 

A man who studies on his own is no match for one who studies with a teacher 

................................................................................................. Ecclesiastics Rabbah 7:28 

Joshua ban Perahiah said: Provide yourself with a teacher and get yourself a companion 

[to study with] ..................................................................................................... Avot I :6 

lfhe should study, and has a son that needs to study ... S/wlchan Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245:2 

It is a mitzvah to teach children ............................................................................. Nazir 29a 

It is a mitzvah for the man to teach his son Torah ...... .Slm/chan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: I 

• The Teacher: Qualifications and Characteristics: 

An unmarried man may not teach young children, and a woman may not be a teacher of 

young children .......................................................................................... Kiddushin 4: 13 
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An unmarried man may not teach young childrcn ..... Shu/c/wn Arukh. Yorc:h De'ah 245:20 

Woman may not be a teacher of young children ....... Slwldum Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245:21 

Teacher needs to take care ofhimsclf.. ...................... Shu/chan Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245: 17 

You shall walk in his (God1s) ways ..................................... Maimonides, Hi/c:/101 De'ot 1:5 

Slow to anger, abundant in kindness, righteous ................... Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 1 :6 

With love and are joyous ..................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 2:3 

Teach his students in calm ... without shouting ................... Maimonides, Hile/wt De'ot 2:5 

Not become upset with them and display anger ... Maimonides, Hile/wt Talmud Torah 4:4 

Not hit him with the blows of the enemy .................. Slm/chan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 10 

One becomes angry, ... his wisdom leaves him ................... Maimonides, Hile/wt De'ot 2:3 

If you see a student whose Torah•study is as hard as iron to him, the reason must be that 

the teacher was not gentle enough with him .................................................... Ta'anit 8a 

Students eyes light up from an explanation ................................................ Bava Metzia 33a 

• The Teacher and the School: 

Choose the teacher that analyzes with them [the students] in order that they understand 

............................................................................... Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 19 

Teacher who teaches children and another comes who is better ... you get rid of the first 

in place of the second ............................................ Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 18 

Teacher who is slower and does not make mistakes is the better teacher, for once a 

mistake is made it is implanted ... it cannot be eradicated .................... Bava Bathra 21a 

A teacher of children who leaves them and goes out, or who is negligent in his teaching 

of them, this one is altogether [as one who is] cursed 

............................................................................... Shulchan Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245: 17 

Rabbi Yossi says: Anyone that teaches Torah in public and does not make the words as 

pleasant as honey from the honeycomb for those who are listening - it were better that 

he not teach the words at all. ................................................ Song of Songs Rahbah 4: 11 
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I Teacher for 25 students. 2 teachers for more than 40 students. assistant for 25-40 

students ............................................................. Maimonides, Hildwt Tt1/mud Torah 2:5 

............................................................................... Shulchun Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 15 

I Teacher for 25 students. 2 teachers for more than 50 students, assistant for 40 students 

............................................................................................................... Bu,•a Bathru 2 la 

If the teacher comes and opens a school next door, ... they cannot stop him . 

............................................................................... Shuldum Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245:22 

Place a teacher of children in every city, ... if they don't ... you destroy that city, because 

the world only exists on the breath of the children who are learning in the house of 

study ....................................................................... Slw/chan Arukh, Yoreh De'uh 245:7 

They asked the head of the community to summon the town's watchmen. The night 

watchers were brought. .. "And who do you call watchmen?" "The schoolmasters," 

.................................................................................................................... Y. Hagigah, I 

The teacher sits and teaches them all day and a little of the night, in order to educate them 

to study day and night. .......................................... Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 11 

He will not stop teaching them at all except for Shabbat and Yorn Tov . 

............................................................................... Shu/chan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 12 

Don't teach something new on Shabbat, ask them to read something they have already 

Ieamed ................................................................... Shu/chan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245: 14 

• The Special Needs Student: 

The 'Four Sons': one who is wise o::,n, one who is wicked ).l\!.11, one who is na'ive on. and 

one who is unable to ask ?)N\!l;i l,11)' 1)'N\!J . ................................ Haggadah she/ Pesach 

Four types of students: quick to understand, quick to forget; slow to understand, slow to 

forget; quick to understand, slow to forget; slow to understand, quick to forget 

.......................................................................................................................... Avot 5: 12 

Four types of those who go to the house of study: goes, does not practice; practices, docs 

not go; goes and practices; does not go, does not practice .............................. Al'ot 5: 14 
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Four types of those who sit before the wise: a sponge, a funnel, a strainer, and a sieve 

.......................................................................................................................... Avot 5: 15 

None of the other mitzvot can be equated to the study ofTorah .... study leads to deed. 

Study takes precedence over deed .................... Maimonides, Hile/wt Talmud Torah 3:3 

The prayer of a scholar who studies under handicaps is answered ......................... Sotah 49 

A person should always study texts, even though he may forget, even though he not 

understand what he is reciting ............................................................... Avodah Zara 19a 

My teacher, this is Torah. It is necessary that I study and my comprehension is weak . 

.......................................................................... Maimonides, Hilc/101 Talmud Torah 4:4 

Each of the forty days that Moses was on Mount Sinai he learned the entire Torah and 

then forgot it .... Why ... ? To bring students who experience learning difficulty closer 

to Torah ............................................................................................... Y. Horiot, page 36 

It should never be said in the Jewish community, "Why <lo we teach certain children who 

appear not able to comprehend the material?" .............................. Y. Horio!, Pnei Moshe 

A student should not be embarrassed if a fellow student has understood something on the 

first or second time and he has not grasped it even after a number of attempts . 

................. .............................................................. Shulchan Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 246: 11 

One should always study Torah and then, afterwards, one may figure it out more 

completely ............................................................................................. Avodah Zara 19a 

A person should ask about the meaning of a verse or a law even if everyone will laugh at 

him ........................................................................................... Seder Eliahu Rabha 13:6 

Student should not be embarrassed because his colleagues grasped the subject matter the 

first or second time, while he did not understand until it was repeated a number of 

times ................................................................ Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah, 4:5 

The student should not say, "I understood" when he did not understand. He should ask 

again and again, ............................................... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah, 4:4 

Every man possesses many traits. Each very different and distinct from the others . 

......................................................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot I: I 
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God stamps all mankind in a sign of the first man, and not one from them is like to his 

fellow ......................................................................................................... Sanhedrin 4:5 

God created nothing in vain ................................................................................ Slwhhat 77 

Initiate the child ... in accordance with his level of intelligence, whether great or limited 
• 

.............................................................. Mekorot Gedolot, Proverbs 22, Metzudat David 

He is not obligated to teach him for pay Mishnah or Gemora, because there is not 

sufficient time [to do it right] .................................. Shulclwn Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:6 

The scholar should be willing to teach any one who desires to profit by his learning . 

.......................................................................................................................... Eruhin 54 

If it is possible to teach him, it is a rnitzvah to teach Mis/mah, Gemora, Halachot, and 

Aggadah ................................................................. .Shulchan Arukh. Yoreh De'ah 245:6 

• Teaching Methodologies 

He should perform - repeat - and perform a third time ... until these acts are easy for him 

and do not present any difficulty ..................................... Maimonides, Hi/chat De'ot l :7 

He accustomed himself to it until it became a part of himself 

........................................................................................ Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 1 :7 

R. Akiva said: how do we know that a man must keep repeating a lesson to his pupil until 

he has taught it to him? From the verse "And teach thou it to the children oflsrael" 

(Deut. 31: 19) ................................................................................................... Eruvin 54b 

He who repeats his chapter one hundred times does not compare to him who repeats it 

one hundred and one times ............................................................................. Hagigah 9b 

Moses taught Aaron ... Aaron heard the lesson four times, ... his sons heard the lesson four 

times ... the elders heard the lesson four times ................................................ Eruvin 54b 

It is a man's duty to teach his pupil four times ..................................................... Eruvin 54b 

R. Pereda had a pupil whom he taught his lesson four hundred times before the latter 

could master it. ... I could not concentrate my thoughts ... so he taught him another 

four hundred times ....................... ................................................................... Eruvin 54b 
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If the teacher taught and it was not grasped by the students, he should not become upset 

with them ... he should repeat and review the matter, even if he must do so many 

times ................................................................. Maimonides. Hilchot Talmud Torah 4:4 

He who studies and does not repeat his lessons is as one who plants and does not enjoy 

the fruit. ....................................................................................................... Sunhetlrin 99 

One should teach his students in calm and tranquility without shouting or wordiness 

......................................................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 2:5 

If speaking about matters of Torah or knowledge, one's words should be brief, but rich in 

content. ............................................................................ Maimonides, Hilchot De'ot 2:4 

Rabbi Eliezer had a student who used to study silently, after three years he forgot what he 

had learned . ..................................................................................................... Eruvin 54a 

A person should ask concerning only three halachot of the same subject 

.......................................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 4:7 

When a man acquires his Torah bundle by bundle [much at a timeJ, his learning 

diminishes, but if little by little. it increases ................................................... Eruvin 54b 

R. Tanhum said: He who thinks through what he studies will not quickly forget it. 

........................................................................................................... Y. Berakhot 5: I, 9a 

R. Hisda stated: The Torah can only be acquired with [the aid of] mnemonic signs 

......................................................................................................................... Eruvin 54b 

Teach mnemonics by symbolic sign, and explain by the method of parallels (or 

analogies) ......................................................................................................... Eruvin, 21 

Why two letters - mem mem, mm mm, tzade tzade, pe pe, and kaph kuph? From word 

(ma'amer) to word, ... and from the hand (kaph) of God to the had of Moses . 

....................................................................................................... Y. Megillah I, l l•7ld 

............................................................................................................. Genesis Rabhah I 

The children came today to the House of Study and said things ... Aleph het - e/aph hinah 

(learn understanding), gimme/ dale! - gemo/ dallim (deal kindly with the poor). Why is 

the foot of the gimme/ stretched towards the dalet?... . ............................ . Slwhhat I 04a 

"See and Remember" (Numbers 15:39) Seeing answers questions ................. Menu/wt 43b 
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The teacher sits at the head and the students sit around him, so that all can see the teacher 

and hear his words ............................................ Maimonides, Hilc:lwt Talmud Torah 4:2 

[A student] who follows bad ways should be influenced to correct his behavior 

.......................................................................... Maimonides, Hilchot Talmud Torah 4: l 

If a child does not comprehend this good ... it is necessary for the teacher ... to motivate 

him to his studies with things that he loves .. Maimonides, Introduction to Sanhedrin I 0 

"1 also have a fishing pond, and the boy who is unwilling to team, I bribe with these and 

coax him until he comes and learns" .............................................................. Taanit 24a 

A man should learn Torah at the place (or. in the subject) which his heart desires most. 

................................................................................................................ Avodah Zara 19 

Even a child who doesn't understand to read you don't throw him out from there, but you 

sit him with others .................................................. Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:9 

The attentive one will read [ of himself], and if one is inattentive, put him next to a 

diligent one ............................................................................................ Bava Bathra 21 a 

One student is sharpened by a fellow-student.. ......................... ......... Bereshit Rabbah, 69.2 

Even if he did no more than make his eyes light up from an explanation of a single 

selection from the Oral Torah -- he is still considered to be his Rebbi. 

................................................................................................................ Bava Metzia 33a 

• The Gifted Student 

And (if] he has a son that needs to study, ... if his son is smart and understanding with 

good intellectual capabilities ... son comes first.. .... Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 245:2 

lfhe has himself to teach and his son to teach ... if his son is industrious, bright, and 

retentive, his son takes precedence over him ............................................ Kiddushin 29b 

A child may be transferred from one teacher to another teacher, who is capable of 

teaching him at a faster pace ............................ Maimonides, Hild10t Talmud Torah 2:6 
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• Blessings 

If one sees a multitude of Jews he says, "Blessed is ... the wise who knows the hidden 

secrets," because just as their minds are not similar to each other, their faces are not 

similar to each other ................................................................................... Berachot 58a 

One who sees, a lame person, or one without hands or legs, or a blind pcrson, .. .if this 

has been their condition from birth, we recite the blessing," Blessed are You, 0 Lord, 

our God, Ruler of the universe, Who creates a variety of creations." But if these to 

occurred after birth, we recite the blessing, "Blessed are You, 0 Lord, our God, Ruler 

of the universe, the True Judge." ......................... Shulchan Arukh. Orach Chaim 225:9 

On seeing ... anyone unusual in facial appearance or confonnation of his limbs, one says, 

"Blessed are You, 0 Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, who varies the fonns of 

creatures." On seeing a blind person, a cripple, or one affiicted with boils or letters, 

etc. the blessing is "Blessed are You, 0 Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, the True 

Judge." If the affliction is congenital, the blessing is "Who varies the forms of 

creatures." ............................................................. Maimonides, Hilchot B'raclwt 10: 12 

• Physical Disabilities 

The greatest Sages of Israel included woodchoppers, water drawers and blind men. 

Despite these they were occupied with Torah day and night and were included among 

those who transmitted the Torah's teachings .. Maimonides, Hi/chat Talmud Torah 1 :9 

There were two mute men in Rabbi's neighborhood ... who would go into the House of 

Study whenever Rabbi was there, they would nod their heads and move their lips. 

Rabbi prayed for them and they were healed ... they knew Halachah, S(fra, S{/i·e and 

the Talmud . ................................................................................................... Hagigah 3a 

Do not look at the container, but what is in it.. .......................................... Pirkei Avut 4:27 

• Misc. 

Show not partiality among your sons, treat them all alike .................... ........... Shahhat lOa 

All Israel is responsible for one another ........................................................... Sharnot 39a 
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