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Introduction

From Identity to Empowerment
The American Jewish community is facing a challenge of 

survival. With no forces such as anti-Semitism or coer-

cive rabbinic power forcing Jews to remain Jewish, Jews 

instead must intentionally choose Judaism. And while 

earlier generations may have sought Jewish connection 

out of familial, economic, social, and communal interests, 

today’s Jews will only voluntarily choose Judaism because 

of a vision for Jewish life that they find intellectually, 

spiritually, and emotionally compelling. Exposure to such 

a vision may be enough for Jews to continue to choose 

to identify as Jewish, but even that will not be sufficient 

to ensure that these Jews are bearers and transmitters of 

Judaism into the next generation. To carry Judaism into 

the future, Jews need fluency in the texts and practices of 

Judaism so that they are empowered to own and shape the 

vision as well, in their own lives and in their communities. 

It is the project and goal of Jewish education to educate 

children in the substance, practice, and value of Judaism 

such that they contribute to and pass on this vision.

The Role of Formal Education and the 
Case for Fluency Standards
Intensive Jewish education throughout childhood is therefore 

the key to Jewish survival. While institutions such as camps and 

synagogues provide meaningful experiences that build children’s 

identities, formal education settings such as day schools provide an 

opportunity to focus on developing the skills and content knowl-

edge that lead to fluency in Jewish text and practice. Critical to the 

success of formal Jewish education is a clear articulation of what flu-

ency in Jewish learning and practice looks like. A shared definition 

of fluency would allow educators in all settings to set goals, develop 

curricula, and measure student achievement. In recent years, efforts 

to articulate standards and benchmarks, as well as approaches to 

knowledge in areas of Jewish text, have strengthened formal Jewish 

education. However, there is much more room to paint a portrait of 

fluency, delineate a canon of texts to be mastered, formulate dispo-

sitions that should be cultivated, and describe the investments that 

would be required to achieve certain standards, such that schools 

can make informed choices about their targets. We offer these Stan-

dards for Fluency in Jewish Text and Practice as an effort to further 

advance the field of Jewish education in its mission to produce a 

generation of Jews empowered to carry Judaism into the future.
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Definition of “Fluency” and Setting the 
Bar High
What do we mean by “fluency?”  “Fluency” signals the highest level 

of skill and content knowledge—engaging with Jewish texts and 

practice with confidence and ease. The comparison to language can 

clarify what we mean by a “fluency standard.”  It is easy to recognize 

when someone is fluent in a language. She has command of the lan-

guage, understanding it when it is spoken, reading and deciphering 

the meaning of unseen passages, speaking it in a way that is easily 

comprehensible to others, and writing descriptively and analytical-

ly in her own voice. Long after completing any formal instruction 

in the language, she independently and voluntarily reads in the 

language, and converses with others. The standards we have created 

attempt to delineate the skills and content knowledge a student 

needs in order to relate to Jewish text and practice as one who is 

fluent in that “language.”1

 As these are standards for fluency, they also intentionally 

set the bar very high, articulating a level of skill, knowledge, and 

commitment for children that will be necessary for them to be-

come adults who can sustain, participate in, promote, and teach 

a vision of Jewish life that is meaningful and compelling. These 

¹  Full fluency in any language, and certainly the “language” of Jewish texts and 
practice, is only completely achieved as one approaches adulthood.  Because 
these standards are intended for nursery-eighth grade, we articulate fluency in a 
developmentally appropriate manner, often describing benchmarks that serve as 
building blocks to the eventual achievement of fluency.

standards therefore prioritize empowering students with the skills 

to study Jewish texts independently and with broad and deep 

content knowledge. They seek to ensure that students have learned 

the whole Chumash and the narrative sections of Nakh, can study 

rabbinic sources independently and consult them as a source for 

Jewish practice, and are comfortable incorporating these practices 

into their daily life. We do not mean to imply that students will 

regurgitate massive amounts of information. Rather, we assume 

that students have much content knowledge at their fingertips and 

possess the skills and contextual frameworks to look up what they 

don’t remember. Finally, these standards also emphasize the ability 

to make meaning of Jewish texts and practices, and the inclination 

to view oneself as an inheritor and participant in the interpretive 

project of the Jewish people.

Transcending Denominations and 
Ideology
These fluency standards are the product of a partnership between 

Mechon Hadar and Beit Rabban Day School, two non-denomi-

national educational institutions that are focused on the centrality 

of text study and mitzvot, and on developing students’ abilities to 

independently navigate Jewish texts and traditions. As institutions 

that transcend denominations, we attempt to articulate the stan-

dards in a way that does not presume any denominational affilia-

tion or religious ideology. For example, while they do assume that 
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students should learn the texts and observances related to kashrut, 

they do not assume that all students would apply the laws of kashrut 

in the same way. 

 We believe that these standards can apply across denomi-

nations and religious ideologies, and can serve to anchor Jewish ed-

ucation in a shared framework of substance and standards. We also 

hope they will contribute to a reframing of the Jewish education 

field in which educational environments measure themselves by 

what they actually teach, and by the skills and knowledge in which 

their graduates are fluent. At the same time, we acknowledge that 

these standards do emerge from, and reflect, the particular religious 

and educational values of our institutions. As such, we recognize 

that schools and communities with different values and ideologies 

may disagree with them, find some of them extraneous, and find 

others missing. We share them with the field knowing that for some 

schools, an ambitious adoption of these standards in full will align 

with the school’s mission and student body, while, for others, using 

the standards as a shared point of reference for student achieve-

ment in Jewish studies will clarify instructional goals and point the 

way towards raising the level of Jewish studies instruction across 

the field.

How to Use the Standards
We believe that these standards can be most helpful to schools as 

a guide for articulating the skills, content knowledge, and disposi-

tions that are meant to be taught and learned in Jewish studies in 

each grade, N–8. Schools that use these standards, along with the 

curriculum maps and content lists, can plan a scope and sequence 

in Jewish studies that logically progresses from one grade to the 

next, and can provide teachers of each grade with clear guidelines 

around content and educational outcomes. Even schools that are 

already teaching much of the content and skills articulated in these 

standards can benefit from the opportunity to revisit and clarify 

goals, align curricula and instruction across grades, give teachers 

clear expectations for student achievement, and hold themselves 

accountable to their visions.

 We know that fluency may not be possible in all Jewish 

educational contexts, nor may it even be the goal. We do, however, 

hope that this articulation of fluency can help those in different 

Jewish educational contexts articulate what their goals are, and lift 

the aspirations of the field towards for greater proficiency for all stu-

dents. In particular, we encourage schools that choose not to adopt 

the standards in full to consider choosing one subject area in which 

to strive for fluency. We also imagine that schools with a mixed 

constituency might establish a “fluency track” so that students for 

whom fluency is a value and goal have the opportunity to achieve it.

Navigating the Standards Document
The standards document lays out standards for fluency in Jewish 

text and practice. The document is divided into four subject areas: 
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Tanakh, Torah She-Be-Al Peh, Tefillah, and Jewish Practice. Each 

of the four subject areas includes a “portrait of fluency” which 

describes what an eighth grader fluent in that topic area knows, 

values, and can do. Following the narrative portrait is a chart with 

benchmarks for nursery (N) through eighth grade (8), divided into 

bands of grade levels.2 Each subject area concludes with a section 

of “curriculum considerations” which offers a model of how the 

benchmarks could be curricularized in a school context, including 

specific content for each grade, as well as a suggested number of 

hours of instruction. Finally, some subject areas are followed by 

appendices that offer more detailed lists of content knowledge to be 

mastered for that subject area.

Subject Area Selection
We selected the four areas of Tanakh, Torah She-Be-Al Peh, Tefil-

lah, and Jewish Practice because together these sections encom-

pass the vast majority of skills and content that are included in the 

substance and practice of Judaism. At its core, Judaism consists of 

halakhah and aggadah, and these standards describe the ability to 

access and know the foundational corpuses of halakhah and agga-

dah. We hope that these standards inspire follow-up work in areas 

that we did not address—Jewish history, folklore, literature, phi-

losophy, and music—and would welcome these additions to this 

²  Eventually these standards will encompass N–12. This phase includes stan-
dards for N–8 because the standards were developed in partnership with Beit 
Rabban Day School, a school that is chartered through eighth grade.

project. Many of these additional subject areas are critically import-

ant in the transmission of Jewish culture; therefore, we encourage 

schools to consider how, when, and where these topics appear in 

their curricula, and whether they are taught in dedicated courses, 

or woven into their study of Tanakh, Torah She-Be-Al Peh, Teflilah, 

and Jewish Practice.

Hebrew
Although we did not include a separate section for Hebrew lan-

guage, the fluency standards include the ability to read aloud and 

understand classical Jewish texts in their original language, which is 

obviously dependent on strong Hebrew language skills. We do not 

take a position on the methodology for teaching Hebrew or wheth-

er Jewish text classes are taught in Hebrew or in English. However, 

we do maintain that Hebrew proficiency is necessary for fluency in 

classical Jewish texts. And while we support the teaching of modern 

conversational Hebrew, we also believe that focusing instead (or 

additionally) on teaching mastery of a set of common roots and 

vocabulary in Tanakh, siddur, and Mishnah, along with conjugation, 

will enable students to meet the most rigorous standards in Jewish 

text study. 

 We encourage schools to utilize one of the many collections 

of biblical Hebrew vocabulary to guide their Hebrew instruction; 

please see Appendix A for links to several of those collections. For 

a more explicit illustration of the kind of Hebrew reading skills that 
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we envision for students, we recommend that schools refer to the 

Hebrew Proficiency Guidelines produced at Brandeis University.3 

Students completing first grade should be at the intermediate-low 

level in reading skills (as described on page 30 of the guidelines) in 

order to successfully begin the study of Chumash in second grade. 

By eighth grade, students should be at the advanced level in reading 

skills.

Content Knowledge Lists
In addition to a portrait of fluency and grade-level benchmarks, 

each of the four subject areas also includes lists or charts of content 

knowledge specific to that subject area. Because content lists are 

often misused, we offer here an explanation of why we believe they 

are valuable and how we intend for them to be used. The content 

lists are not meant to be the end goal or the curriculum itself. We 

therefore strongly discourage teachers from teaching the lists as 

subject matter, as the lists themselves are simply sets of data de-

tached from meaning and context. Instead, we believe that knowl-

edge of the content of Tanakh, Torah She-Be-Al Peh, Tefillah, and 

Jewish Practice is a foundation of fluency that enables students to 

interact creatively with Jewish texts and Jewish life. We also believe 

that exposure to more texts builds skills as students have more op-

³  The full text of the Hebrew Proficiency Guidelines are available at http://
files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED344490.pdf. These guidelines divide Hebrew 
skills into four areas—listening, reading, writing, and speaking. For the pur-
poses of understanding Jewish texts, the reading skills are most significant.

portunities to encounter vocabulary and grammatical forms as well 

as to ask questions and develop meaningful interpretations. Includ-

ing content lists in these fluency standards helps us illustrate more 

clearly what we mean by “fluency” and enables schools and teachers 

to hold themselves accountable to these standards.

 Rather than being the curriculum itself, the content lists 

are proxies for deep engagement in the subject matter. Students 

who spend hours immersed in learning Tanakh in a meaningful way 

can’t help but know who Lot or Tzipporah or Korach are; students 

who have studied a critical mass of mishnayot are almost guaran-

teed to have encountered Rabban Gamliel. And skilled teachers 

are likely ensuring that their students have mastered the content 

knowledge in their subject area. For these teachers and schools, we 

envision the content lists being a reference for curriculum develop-

ment. After schools develop their scope and sequence, and teachers 

create their unit outlines and lesson plans, they can cross-check 

against the content list to ensure that they are covering the req-

uisite content knowledge. As not all schools and teachers are this 

thoughtful (yet) in their curriculum development, we also imagine 

that these content lists can influence curriculum development, 

guiding schools in the selection of texts and enabling schools to 

ensure that they are devoting enough hours of instruction to allow 

students to achieve fluency, and that they are not constantly sacri-

ficing content knowledge to skill-building or meaning-making.
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Creation of the Standards Document
The standards document is the result of a year-long investigation 

into the field of Jewish text education in North America and Israel. 

We made site visits to day schools in order to learn about and 

observe different models that were achieving excellent outcomes 

in Jewish text education. We also interviewed experts in the field 

of Jewish education, including academics, leaders of day school 

networks, foundation professionals, and practitioners. We reviewed 

articles and essays about the goals and best practices of Jewish text 

education. The information gathered in the field scan directly influ-

enced the development of the standards document as it helped to 

identify what is aspirational yet possible when striving for fluency 

in classical Jewish texts, as well as what conditions contribute to the 

successful achievement of fluency. 

 As part of this field scan, we also looked carefully at the few 

existing standards documents in Jewish text education, particular-

ly the Tanakh standards and emerging rabbinics standards from 

the Jewish Day School Standards and Benchmarks Project of the 

William Davidson Graduate School of Jewish Education of JTS, the 

Zekelman Standards for Judaic Studies produced by the Menachem 

Education Foundation, and Moshe Sokolow’s article “What Should 

a Yeshiva High School Graduate Know, Value and be Able to Do?” 

which appeared in Meorot: A Forum of Modern Orthodox Discourse. 

These documents, as well as many conversations with their creators, 

greatly influenced the development of these standards, and we are 

grateful to be able to build on their important work.

 These standards also reflect a partnership between Mechon 

Hadar and Beit Rabban Day School, two educational institutions 

that are focused on the centrality of text study, and are passionate 

about ensuring that the next generation’s bearers and transmitters of 

Judaism are fluent in Jewish texts and traditions. Since its inception 

twenty-five years ago, Beit Rabban Day School has served as a model 

for the commitment to educating students for fluency in Jewish text 

and practice. It has also stood out as a unique example of the power 

and richness of combining an emphasis on the development of strong 

skills and content knowledge with rigorous and deep inquiry and 

interpretation. As such, these standards are also heavily influenced 

by articulations of Beit Rabban’s vision, its curriculum guides and as-

sessment rubrics, as well as numerous conversations with its founder, 

Dr. Devora Steinmetz. Dr. Steinmetz is herself a former senior faculty 

member at Hadar and has served as a critical teacher and mentor to 

many of the Hadar faculty over the years. 

 Dr. Steinmetz, as well as Dr. Chaya Gorsetman, Dr. Jon 

Levisohn, and Rabbi Dr. Moshe Sokolow, served as advisory con-

sultants on this project. These consultants participated in a more 

intensive way in the development of the standards by offering ongo-

ing guidance and feedback. Please see Appendix B for their bios 

and Appendix C for a list of field experts and practitioners whose 

insights have informed the development of these standards. 
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Conditions for Achieving Fluency 
The field scan affirmed our belief that fluency is more easily 

achieved in the presence of certain conditions. These conditions 

alone don’t guarantee fluency, and in some exceptional cases flu-

ency could be achieved in their absence; however, those seeking to 

achieve fluency should strongly consider ensuring that the follow-

ing conditions are in place:

A culture of the deep importance of Jewish learning
We raise students who are committed to Torah and mitzvot and who 

are fluent in Jewish text and practice when these outcomes are deep-

ly important to us. Schools and communities that see themselves as 

responsible to cultivate such students express this value in a number of 

ways. They prioritize the investment of financial resources and time in 

the class schedule in achieving fluency in Jewish text and practice. They 

do not compromise Jewish studies so that secular or “academic” sub-

jects can be strengthened, and they celebrate success and achievement 

in Jewish studies on a par with secular studies. In the school communi-

ties with a strong culture of Jewish learning, multiple venues and insti-

tutions (schools, camps, synagogues, families) work in coordination to 

support and reinforce students’ striving towards fluency.

Hours of instruction
One of the most significant demonstrations of the value of Jew-

ish learning is the allocation of time to Jewish studies classes, and 

schools that devote half of instructional time to Jewish studies 

classes show that their importance is on a par with general studies. 

The number of hours that schools devote to Jewish studies instruc-

tion has an impact on the skill level of students and the amount 

of content that students learn. More hours does not guarantee 

stronger skills and more exposure to content (other factors such as 

skill of teacher, pedagogy, Hebrew level, etc. also have an impact); 

however, fewer hours does guarantee falling short of fluency. Based 

on our experiences in the classroom and our consultations with 

field experts and practitioners, we estimate that achieving coverage 

of the material we have laid out in these standards requires a com-

mitment of three full hours a day to Jewish studies. While schools 

that do not allocate this amount of time to Jewish studies will 

likely not achieve fluency in all subject areas, they may still be able 

to achieve fluency in one or two areas. Please see the “curriculum 

considerations” section in each subject area for recommended time 

allotments for that subject. 

Skilled, knowledgeable, and passionate educators
Just as French teachers are expected to be fluent in French, Jewish 

studies teachers must themselves possess the skills, content knowl-

edge, and ability to make meaning of text and practice that they are 

cultivating in their students. Teachers who lack their own text skills 

and content knowledge will fail to produce students who are fluent 

in skills and content. In addition, teachers must possess the ped-

agogical skills to create positive conditions for learning, build the 
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skills and knowledge of their students, assess students’ progress and 

areas for improvement, and adjust instruction in order to ensure 

that students are meeting the fluency benchmarks.

Hebrew language proficiency
As articulated above, proficiency in Hebrew language—at least the 

common roots and vocabulary in Tanakh, Mishnah, and the siddur, 

as well as conjugation skills—is necessary for achieving fluency in 

classical Jewish texts. We recommend that schools reflect on their 

goals for teaching Hebrew in order to determine the relationship 

between Hebrew language instruction and Jewish text study, and 

develop a plan to ensure that students possess the knowledge of 

vocabulary and biblical/rabbinic Hebrew necessary for the achieve-

ment of fluency in classical Jewish texts.

Attention to skills, content, and dispositions
We have defined fluency in relation to technical skills, content 

knowledge, and attitudes or dispositions. In order for students to 

achieve fluency, attention must be paid to all three of these areas 

when developing curricula and designing learning activities.

Assessment and accountability
In order for students to achieve fluency, schools must be commit-

ted to the implementation of fluency standards, including holding 

students, teachers, and school leaders accountable to the standards. 

This includes assessing students in relation to the standards and 

working with teachers to align curriculum development and in-

struction with the standards.

Conclusion
We offer these standards as a common language for describing flu-

ency in classical Jewish texts and practice. There are certainly risks 

associated with articulating and implementing standards—schools 

teach to the standards themselves rather than to the knowledge and 

skills that the standards represent; a focus on assessment replaces 

attention to the whole child; standards applied too rigidly inhibit 

creative instruction. We believe that successful Jewish education 

depends on teachers and administrators creating environments 

which respond to children’s unique needs, and pursue their inter-

ests while nurturing their developing minds and souls. We hope 

that schools with these existing strengths will use these standards 

to clarify their goals, guide their curriculum development, and hold 

themselves accountable to high standards for teaching and learn-

ing in Jewish studies. In no way do we intend for these standards 

alone to stand in for a dynamic, creative curriculum, or for excellent 

teaching, and we look forward to working with schools on the pro-

cess of implementing the standards in a way that attends to these 

critical aspects of education.

 We believe that in today’s cultural environment, it is 

critically important to clearly articulate the high bar we are setting 

for Jewish text education and to hold ourselves accountable to 
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achieving these goals. When we settle for mediocrity in Jewish 

education, students are robbed of the opportunity to fluently speak 

the language of our ancestors and the ability to comfortably and 

confidently practice Judaism. In contrast, students fluent in the 

texts and practice of Judaism will be our community’s source of 

strength and vitality in the years ahead. These students will be the 

engine of our culture and will shape and lead the Jewish communi-

ty of tomorrow. We hope that as these standards are implemented, 

field-tested, and revised, they contribute to the development of the 

next generation of empowered Jews, equipped with the knowledge, 

skills, and passion to ensure the creative vitality of Torah and the 

Jewish community well into the future.

Appendix A: Collections of 
Biblical Hebrew Vocabulary
As the field of Jewish education focuses more on how data can 

support teaching, there are increasingly more tools for calculating 

the frequency of biblical words which can be useful in building 

students’ proficiency in biblical Hebrew. The following books and 

articles include collections of common biblical Hebrew vocabulary 

words. We encourage schools to consult any of these resources to 

guide their Hebrew and Tanakh instruction.

• The Vocabulary Guide to Biblical Hebrew, by Miles V. Van Pelt 

and Gary D. Pratico

• Building Your Biblical Hebrew Vocabulary: Learning Words by Fre-

quency and Cognate, by George M. Landes

• Shlomo Haramati’s list of 316 words common to Biblical 

Hebrew, Siddur Hebrew and General Hebrew Reading: 

http://www.hebrew-with-halabe.com/wp-content/up-

loads/2012/12/Frequent-Words-List-Basic1.pdf 4

• Shlomo Haramati’s list of 279 words that appear 10 or more times 

in Bereishit: http://www.hebrew-with-halabe.com/wp-content/

uploads/2012/12/Frequent-Words-List-Genesis.pdf

⁴  This list and the following list are taken from:
 שלמה הרמתי, הבנת הנקרא בסידור ובמקרא, המחלקה לחינוך ולתרבות 

תורניים בגולה של ההסתדרות הציונית העולמית,  ירושלים )1983(
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• Rabbi Manfred Pick’s list of high-frequency words in Bereishit, 

annotated by the Zekelman Standards: https://zekelmanstan-

dards.org/download/material/69  

Appendix B: 
Consultant Bios
The following field experts served as advisory consultants on this 

project, offering ongoing guidance and providing extensive feed-

back on an earlier draft of the fluency standards.

Chaya Gorsetman 
Chaya R. Gorsetman, Ed.D is Clinical Associate Professor of Edu-

cation and Co-Chair of the Education Department at Stern College 

for Women at Yeshiva University. She specializes in supervision 

ofstudent teachers and curriculum studies, with a strong emphasis 

on the constructivist theory of education. 

 Her research has focused on mentoring novice teachers in 

Jewish day schools and as the Educational Director of the Educa-

tional Leadership Advancement Initiative of the Lookstein Center 

of Bar Ilan University, she has been mentoring those in educational 

leadership positions. Additionally, she is interested in how gender 

is expressed in day schools and as such served as the director and 

co-author of the JOFA Gender and Orthodoxy Curriculum Project, 

Bereshit: A New Beginning— A Differentiated Approach to Learning 

and Teaching. 

 More recently, she co-authored a book, Educating in the Di-

vine Image: Gender Issues in Orthodox Jewish Day Schools, published 

October 2013, by the Hadassah-Brandeis Institute Series on Jewish 
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Women, which won the 2013 National Jewish Book Award. Dr. 

Gorsetman is a member of the Israel International Research Group 

on Jewish Education in the Early Years.

Devora Steinmetz
Dr. Devora Steinmetz serves on the faculty of Drisha Institute 

and is a renowned teacher and scholar, having taught Talmud and 

Rabbinics at the Jewish Theological Seminary, Yeshivat Hadar and 

Beit Midrash Havruta at Hebrew University and authored articles 

and books on Talmud, Midrash and Bible. Dr. Steinmetz consults 

for the Mandel Foundation and works at Gould Farm, a therapeutic 

community for individuals struggling with mental illness.

 Most significantly for this project, Devora is the found-

er of Beit Rabban Day School which was profiled in Daniel Pe-

karsky’s Vision at Work. Devora’s vision for Jewish text education 

that makes no trade-offs between developing text skills, learning 

content and engaging in critical inquiry and interpretation greatly 

influenced this project which strives to walk in her footsteps and 

inspire schools across the field to learn from this vision. We are 

deeply grateful to Devora for her thorough and careful reading of 

the standards document and for engaging in many conversations 

with us to share her vision and help us refine our thinking around 

the standards. The concept of this project is deeply indebted to her 

pioneering vision for Jewish education.

Jon Levisohn
Jon A. Levisohn, Associate Professor and the Jack, Joseph and Mor-

ton Mandel Chair in Jewish Educational Thought, is a philosopher 

of education, with a particular interest in the purposes, processes 

and outcomes of Jewish education in all of its various settings. At 

Brandeis, he also serves as Director of the Jack, Joseph and Morton 

Mandel Center for Studies in Jewish Education. 

 Recent publications include The Interpretive Virtues: A Phil-

osophical Inquiry into the Teaching and Learning of Historical Nar-

ratives (forthcoming from Wiley-Blackwell), "What Work Do the 

Concepts of 'Language and Literature' Do for Michael Rosenak?” 

(Journal of Jewish Education, 2014), Turn It and Turn It Again: Stud-

ies in the Teaching and Learning of Jewish Texts (with Sue Fendrick, 

Academic Studies Press, 2013), and “Rethinking the Education of 

Cultural Minorities to and from Assimilation: A Perspective from 

Jewish Education” (Diaspora and Indigenous Minority Education, 

2013).

 He is currently working on his next project, Jewish Educa-

tion in Pursuit of Virtue, an effort to reconceptualize the learning 

goals of Jewish education in terms of the moral and intellectual 

dispositions that we aspire and intend for students to develop.

Moshe Sokolow
Moshe Sokolow is the Fanya Gottesfeld Heller Professor of Jewish 

Education at the Azrieli Graduate School of Jewish Education and 
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Administration. He is the author of Hatzi Nehama: Studies in the 

Weekly Parashah based on the Lessons of Nehama Leibowitz ( Jerusa-

lem: URIM, 2007), and has been awarded a grant from the Cove-

nant Foundation for a project entitled "Reclaiming Interpretation." 

He studied with Leibowitz, and translated and edited Nehama Lei-

bowitz: On Teaching Tanakh (New York: 1987), Nehama Leibowitz: 

Active Learning in the Teaching of Jewish History (New York: 1989), 

and compiled Mafteah ha-Gilyonot: An Index to Nehama Leibowitz’s 

Weekly Parshah Sheets (New York: 1993). Most recently, he pub-

lished TANAKH: An Owner’s Manual ( Jerusalem: KTAV & URIM, 

2015). Rabbi Dr. Sokolow is the author of numerous scholarly and 

popular articles on Bible, and has conducted a weekly class on the 

weekly parasha at Lincoln Square Synagogue in New York City for 

more than twenty years.

Appendix C: Field Experts 
and Practitioners
We are grateful to the many field experts whose insights have in-

formed the development of these standards. The following people 

shared their expertise in many different ways, from opening their 

schools and classrooms to engaging in conversation to reading and 

commenting on earlier drafts of this document.

• Shoshi Abowitz, Lower School Judaic Studies Principal and 

Hebrew Language Director at Barkai Yeshivah

• Asher Abramovitz, Principal of Kinneret Day School

• Charlotte Abramson, Director of Legacy Heritage Instructional 

Leadership Institute, formerly The Jewish Day School Stan-

dards and Benchmarks Project

• Amy Ament, Associate Director of the Jewish New Teacher 

Project and adjunct faculty member in Stern College for Wom-

en’s Education Department

• Norman Atkins, Founder and Board Chair of Uncommon 

Schools, Co-Founder and President of Relay Graduate School 

of Education

• Yael Ben Pazi, Principal of Beit Sefer Mekor Chaim

• Shalom Berger, Director of E-Communities at the Lookstein 

Center, part of the School of Education in Bar Ilan University

• Nina Bruder, Director of Jewish New Teacher Project
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• Sarah Cooper, Teacher at Beit Sefer Orot Etzion (Girls)

• Andrew Davids, Former Head of School at Beit Rabban Day 

School

• Anne Ebersman, Early Childhood/Lower School Judaic 

Studies Programming Director at the Abraham Joshua Heschel 

School

• Heshy Glass, Chairman of Consortium of Jewish Day Schools

• Aviva Golbert, Assistant Director of Pardes Center for Jewish 

Educators

• Eli Gottlieb, Director of the Mandel Leadership Institute in 

Jerusalem and Vice President of the Mandel Foundation-Israel

• Aytan Kadden, Director of Jewish Studies at Beit Sefer Keshet

• Jeremy Kahan, Assistant Dean at Ida Crown Jewish Academy

• Susan Kardos, Senior Director of Strategy and Educational 

Planning at The AVI CHAI Foundation

• Sheryl Katzman, Rabbinics Initiative Leader at Legacy Her-

itage Instructional Leadership Institute, formerly The Jewish 

Day School Standards and Benchmarks Project

• Rachel Kirschbaum, Teacher at The Ramaz School

• Hilla Kobliner, Director of NETA 

• Marc Kramer, Executive Director of RAVSAK: The Jewish 

Community Day School Network

• Bini Krauss, Principal of SAR Academy

• Dov Lerea, Dean and Mashgiach Ruchani of Yeshivat Chovevei 

Torah and former Dean of Judaic Studies at the Abraham Josh-

ua Heschel School

• Yocheved Lindenbaum, Co-chair of Rosenbaum Yeshiva of 

North Jersey Board of Education

• Shira Loewenstein, Associate Director of New Teacher Sup-

port at the Yeshiva University Institute for University-School 

Partnership

• Ruti Mark, Director of Cheder Tanakh at Beit Sefer Aseh 

Chayil

• Judy Markose, Director of Pardes Center for Jewish Educators

• Leah Meir, Program Officer at the AVI CHAI Foundation

• Jon Mitzmacher, Executive Director of Schechter Day School 

Network

• Jack Nahmod, Middle School Judaic Studies Director/Rab-

binic Advisor for Grades N-8 at the Abraham Joshua Heschel 

School

• Dena Najman, Teacher at SAR Academy

• Hedva Ofek-Shai, Director of Hebrew Language Curricu-

lum and Faculty Supervision for Judaic Studies at The Ramaz 

School

• Meir Perelstein, Director of Academics at Darchai Menachem

• Renana Ravitsky Pilzer, Head of the Beit Midrash at Hartman 

High School for Girls

• Abby Reisman, Assistant Professor of Teacher Education in the 

Graduate School of Education at the University of Pennsylva-

nia

• Deganit Ronen, Associate Principal at SAR Academy
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• Tomer Ronen, Former Head of School at Ben Porat Yosef

• Yossi Rosenblum, Principal of Yeshiva Schools of Pittsburgh 

and Director of Zekelman Standards for Judaic Studies

• Aaron Ross, Middle School Assistant Principal at Yavneh Acad-

emy

• Lisa Schlaff, Director of Judaic Studies at SAR High School

• Eve Shiff, Director of Gan Yemin Moshe

• Miri Shlisel, Director of Tanach for Religious Education 

Branch of Ministry of Education

• Zalman Shneur, Founder and Executive Director of Men-

achem Education Foundation

• Naomi Stillman, Associate Director of NETA 

• Harley Ungar, Teacher at Solomon Schechter Day School of 

Bergen County

• Iscah Waldman, Teacher at Golda Och Academy

• Susan Wall, Director of Professional Development at Pardes 

Center for Jewish Educators

• Moshe Weinstock, Head of Curriculum Division in Religious 

Education Branch of Ministry of Education; Director of Lev 

Lada’at



         

ת נ”ך  
Tanakh



         

ת נ”ך  
Tanakh



                          

Standards for Fluency in Jewish Text & Practice • 22

Portrait of Fluency 
Snapshot
An eighth grader who is fluent in Tanakh has an 

autonomous relationship with the biblical text. Familiar 

with the contents of the Torah and early Nevi’im, he 

has the ability to independently navigate the breadth of 

the text and delve into its depth. He respects and values 

the Tanakh as the sacred text of the Jewish people, 

and engages deeply and critically with its contents and 

commentaries in order to draw lessons from it for his 

own life. Feeling confident in his relationship to the 

text, he understands that when he learns Tanakh, he is 

participating in the interpretive project of the Jewish 

people across space and time. He experiences the 

language of Tanakh as a vital source of Hebrew until 

today and can connect contemporary words and roots 

back to this foundational text. He can demonstrate 

his fluency in Tanakh by writing and delivering a 

dvar Torah in which he engages in a close reading of 

a biblical text, situates it in its context or compares it 

to another text, explores some commentary on the 

text, articulates his own interpretation of the text, and 

applies the text to a question or situation in his own life 

or the life of his community. 

Skills
A fluent eighth grader can independently read, translate, analyze, 

and interpret most narrative and legal Hebrew selections from 

Tanakh, whether or not he has studied them previously, and he can 

use dictionaries and concordances to achieve a basic understanding 

of the prophetic and poetic sections of the Tanakh. Reading skills 

include decoding letters and vowels, pronouncing words accurately 

and confidently and reading whole pesukim fluently. Translation 

skills include knowledge of biblical Hebrew grammar, how ta’amei 

ha-mikra1 parse biblical verses, common biblical Hebrew vocabulary, 

and the ability to use a dictionary to assist with translating difficult 

words. The skills to analyze and interpret include identifying and 

proposing solutions to textual difficulties (unusual syntax, gaps), 

recognizing literary devices, comparing and contrasting to other 

related texts, identifying themes, exploring characters, and using 

a concordance to deepen understanding of a text. Parshanut skills 

include the ability to read Rashi script and to explain how a given 

commentator is interpreting or understanding the biblical text.

Content
An eighth grader who is fluent in Tanakh has at least a basic 

familiarity with the contents of the Chumash, having been exposed 

to every word of the Torah.2  He has also encountered the vast 

¹  We refer here to the standard ta’amei ha-mikra, not ta’amei emet (a differ-
ent cantillation system used in the books of Tehillim, Mishlei and Iyov).
² While many schools do not prioritize learning every word of the Chu-
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majority of Nevi’im Rishonim, emphasizing the narrative arc that 

links those portions together. Part of this familiarity is an ability to 

navigate the Chumash, knowing the order of parshiyot and Nevi’im 

Rishonim, as well as where in the Chumash to find different stories, 

laws, and topics. Regarding the narrative sections of Tanakh, a fluent 

eighth grader knows the names, profiles, and relationships of main 

and secondary characters, and can retell main events of the narrative 

in the proper sequence. A fluent eighth grader can also describe 

details of the non-narrative sections of the Chumash, such as halakhic 

concepts and mitzvot. Fluency in the content of parshanut means that 

a student has encountered and recalls some well known comments 

of Rashi, and has also encountered a variety of other classical 

commentators including Ramban, Ibn Ezra, and Sforno.

Dispositions
An eighth grader who is fluent in Tanakh brings a number of dispo-

sitions to his study of Tanakh. He approaches the text with respect 

mash, we believe that doing so is a critical element of fluency in Jewish text 
and practice for several reasons. First, the Chumash is a foundational text. 
It is broadly cited by, and animates, all later Jewish sources, both normative 
and narrative. Second, learning every word of a text represents a religious 
posture of reverence, humility, and meaning-seeking. It acknowledges the 
inherent and equal value of every word of the Torah, and encourages the 
reader to seek to understand the meaning and relevance of passages that 
may not be immediately and obviously connected to the reader’s experi-
ence. Finally, comprehensive exposure is attainable. While broad coverage 
of core texts might be generally laudable for the above reasons, unlike 
rabbinic literature which is vast and evolving, the Chumash is finite and 
can reasonably be covered in its entirety during a student’s elementary and 
middle school years. 

and reverence for its sacredness, relating to God as the Torah’s 

central character and understanding the Torah to be the repository 

for mitzvot and the foundation of subsequent normative Judaism. 

At the same time, he can be playful with the text and takes pleasure 

in exploring its many facets. Understanding that each word of the 

text is inherently meaningful, he is not satisfied to “get the gist” of a 

verse or section; rather, he is rigorous and meticulous in his efforts 

to translate and comprehend the text precisely. Because his ability 

to interpret the text depends on his knowledge of the peshat of text, 

he seeks to understand the text on its own terms and in its own con-

text before adding his own voice and interpretation. He approaches 

the text with curiosity and inquisitiveness, asking questions and us-

ing critical thinking skills in order to deepen his understanding and 

develop his own interpretation. He then searches for answers to his 

questions in the text itself, in the words of classical commentators, 

and in the ideas and interpretations of his peers and teachers, and 

in doing so, views himself as being in relationship with the text and 

with those who interpret the text across space and time. He joyfully 

speaks the Torah’s language and can quote and borrow its language 

to add color to his conversations. Finally, he turns to the Torah as a 

source of wisdom for his own life, empathizes with biblical charac-

ters, extracts underlying values from narrative and legal portions of 

the text, and applies these values to his own life.



                          

Standards for Fluency in Jewish Text & Practice • 24

N–8 Fluency Benchmarks
Tanakh N–8 Fluency Benchmarks

Grade Benchmarks

N–K • Identify the Torah as the sacred text of the Jewish people

• Name the five books of the Chumash

• Explain what is meant by Parashat Ha-Shavua

• Name the current parashah

• Recall characters, events and concepts/institutions/mitzvot (Shabbat, mishkan, korbanot, kashrut, holidays) from texts that were 
taught*

• Ask questions about the biblical text and offer an answer or perspective

1 • Decode Hebrew consonants and vowels to accurately read pesukim

• Understand concept of roots, tenses, and gender in the Hebrew language

• Name key characters in the Torah and their relationships to one another

• Retell key biblical narratives

• Recognize concepts, institutions, and mitzvot (Shabbat, mishkan, korbanot, kashrut, holidays) from the Torah

• Formulate analytical and evaluative questions about the biblical text

• Formulate opinions about the biblical text

2 • Navigate a Chumash to find sefer, parashah, perek, pasuk

• Read pesukim accurately and fluently**

• Use ta’amei ha-mikra to parse a pasuk***

• With teacher support, employ variety of strategies to translate biblical narrative and non-narrative texts (see Appendix A for full list 
of strategies)

• Accurately translate a familiar passage of biblical narrative

• Consider multiple perspectives when formulating opinions about the biblical text

• Analyze and interpret narrative biblical passages based on textual proof

• Name broad range of characters in the Torah and describe their relationships to one another

• Retell key biblical narratives in greater detail

• Demonstrate familiarity with concepts, institutions, and mitzvot (Shabbat, mishkan, korbanot, kashrut, holidays) from the Torah
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Tanakh N–8 Fluency Benchmarks

Grade Benchmarks

3–5 • Read pesukim accurately and with speed

• Employ variety of strategies to translate biblical narrative and non-narrative texts independently (see Appendix A for full list of strategies)

• Construct an argument or offer an interpretation based on proof from the biblical text (for example, Moshe was hesitant to confront 
Pharaoh and lead the Israelites to freedom because he offers several objections to God at the burning bush—Shemot 3–4)

• Identify textual difficulties and offer solutions (for example, notice lack of subject-verb agreement in Bemidbar 12:1 and suggest that 
while both Miriam and Aaron spoke about Moshe, it was Miriam’s initiative and therefore the verb is conjugated in the third person, 
feminine singular; see Appendix B for examples of other textual difficulties)

• Decode Rashi script

• Read and translate classical commentaries accurately and evaluate their interpretations

• Distinguish between peshat and derash textual interpretations

• Use dictionary and concordance with support to deepen understanding of biblical text

• Compare and contrast parallel biblical texts

• Name all parshiyot in Torah in order

• Describe the broad arc of the narrative found within the Chumash, placing characters and events on a timeline

• Describe concepts, institutions, and mitzvot (Shabbat, mishkan, korbanot, kashrut, holidays) from the Torah 

6–8 • Describe different methodologies in parshanut and identify when a particular methodology is being used

• Use dictionary and concordance independently to deepen understanding of biblical text

• Articulate themes and values implicit in biblical text being studied (for example, laws of shemitah and yovel in Vayikra 25 express 
value of equality and economic justice)

• Compare the values expressed in the biblical text to contemporary society’s values

• Find grammatical and syntactical anomalies in the text that are the foundation of classical midrash

• Compose and deliver a dvar Torah that demonstrates textual understanding and practical application

• Name the twenty-four books of Tanakh

• Give one-sentence summary of each book of Tanakh

• Explain concepts, institutions, and mitzvot from the Torah, including Shabbat, mishkan, korbanot, kashrut, holidays

*  As preschoolers and kindergarteners have limited abilities to accurately 
remember characters and sequence of events, we envision that they demonstrate 
the ability to recall this information only for a short time after it is taught.
**  We distinguish between reading “fluently” in second grade and reading “with 
speed” by the end of fifth grade. Both of these imply a certain pace of words per 
minute. For example, in second grade, a student reading Breishit 44:18 fluently 
would read it in approximately 20 seconds. By the end of fifth grade, we expect 

a student to read the same pasuk with accuracy and speed in approximately 10 
seconds. (ַוִּיַּגׁש ֵאָליו ְיהּוָדה, ַוּיֹאֶמר ִּבי ֲאדִֹני, ְיַדֶּבר-ָנא ַעְבְּדָך ָדָבר ְּבָאְזֵני ֲאדִֹני, ְוַאל-ִיַחר 
 (ַאְּפָך ְּבַעְבֶּדָך: ִּכי ָכמֹוָך, ְּכַפְרעֹה.
***  We recommend teaching leyning as well in second grade, although 
acknowledge that schools may choose to teach it in later grades. The skill of 
leyning an aliyah appears in the Tefillah benchmarks for 6–8th grade, so it should 
certainly be taught by then.



                          

Standards for Fluency in Jewish Text & Practice • 26

Curriculum Considerations
The fluency standards above do not specify which contents of the 

Tanakh to teach in which grades, nor do they indicate which sec-

tions to teach in depth and which to skim. These decisions are best 

left to individual schools, as schools differ in their pedagogical ap-

proaches and in the values and priorities which guide their curricu-

la. However, because standards alone are difficult to implement, the 

model below offers one way of organizing a Tanakh curriculum in 

order to achieve the standards. Obviously there are numerous ways 

to organize a curriculum and this is simply one approach; how-

ever, it does illustrate how a school that is serious about teaching 

the entirety of the Chumash and Nevi’im Rishonim could achieve 

those goals. As the model below illustrates, in the younger grades, 

two to three hours per week are advisable for teaching Parashat Ha-

Shavua. Once students reach second grade and begin the formal 

study of Chumash, a minimum of five hours per week is necessary 

to achieve fluency in Tanakh, and this increases to six or seven 

hours when Nakh is added.

 The model below, particularly for the younger grades, is 

based on an understanding of Jewish texts as a language. Just as 

children learn a language by being exposed to and immersed in it 

(even if they don’t understand or reproduce much of it), children 

can learn the language of Torah in the same way. When teachers 

create a classroom environment in which children are surrounded 

by, and constantly encounter, the language of Torah, children in-

ternalize this language in ways that we likely cannot fully measure. 

While this is certainly not the only way for a student to achieve 

fluency by eighth grade, we believe that there is tremendous power 

in this approach, not only in terms of building content knowledge, 

but perhaps more so in the values that it communicates about the 

centrality of Torah study as a daily, religious activity.

 In the model below, even before students learn to read the 

text itself in second grade, they are exposed to the contents of the 

Chumash through Parashat Ha-Shavua. In early grades (N–1), 

students have a Parashat Ha-Shavua class every day.3 During this 

class, the teacher leyns one or two aliyot and then offers a loose 

translation of the text, told in engaging ways through charismatic 

storytelling, puppets, dramatic re-enactments, etc. The teacher also 

involves students in conversation, soliciting their questions and 

ideas, and creates reflection activities for students using art, dra-

matic play, and (for first graders) writing. In kindergarten and first 

grade, students may also participate in synthesizing activities like 

creating family trees, character maps, and timelines. While we do 

not advocate skipping any content, we do recognize that some parts 

of the Torah can be difficult to convey in an age-appropriate way. 

We encourage teachers to make thoughtful decisions about what 

their students can handle, while also considering the possibility 

that adults may carry emotional baggage around certain content 

³  In first grade, as Hebrew reading and writing become a major focus, teachers 
may need to scale back time spent on Parashat Ha-Shavua and may no longer be 
able to read the full parashah aloud.
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that children do not. Because some parshiyot fall during school 

vacations and over the summer, parents are given resources (trans-

lations of the parashah, links to recordings of leyning) to continue 

learning Parashat Ha-Shavua with their children during these gaps.

 In second grade students begin learning Chumash from the 

text itself and work their way sequentially through the Chumash, 

engaging more or less equally with all perakim. Using the model 

below, students complete the Chumash at the end of eighth grade 

and learn Nevi’im Rishonim concurrently from fourth through 

eighth grade. Parshanut is introduced formally in third grade. Chu-

mash classes focus on building skills, covering ground, and delving 

into interpretive discussions, while Parashat Ha-Shavua classes can 

be used for review of content and/or for focusing more deeply on 

specific themes or pesukim. When Navi is added in fourth grade, 

Parashat Ha-Shavua may need to be cut from the formal teaching 

schedule because of time constraints. If this is the case, Parashat 

Ha-Shavua becomes less about learning content and more about 

the practice of relating to the cycle of Torah reading. Teachers 

should endeavor to fold Parashat Ha-Shavua into other aspects of 

classroom learning, like divrei Torah after Tefillah, morning wel-

come messages, or class meetings.

Sample Tanakh Curriculum Map
Sample Tanakh Curriculum Map

Grade Subject Hours per Week Content

N Parashat Ha-Shavua 2–3 Full text of parashah, 1–2 aliyot per day

K Parashat Ha-Shavua 2–3 Full text of parashah, 1–2 aliyot per day

1 Parashat Ha-Shavua 2–3* Full text of parashah, 1–2 aliyot per day

2
Chumash with ta’amei ha-mikra 4 Bereishit, Noach, Lekh Lekha (425 pesukim = 14/week)**

Parashat Ha-Shavua 1 Selected content

3
Chumash with parshanut 4 Vayera, Chayei Sarah, Toldot, Vayetze (506 pesukim = 17/week)

Parashat Ha-Shavua 1 Selected content

4

Chumash with parshanut 4 Vayishlach, Vayeshev, Miketz, Vayigash, Vayechi (602 pesukim = 20/week)

Navi 2.25
Yehoshua (658 pesukim = 22/week; may choose to skip/skim description of each 

tribe’s section of land)

Parashat Ha-Shavua 0.75 Selected content
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Sample Tanakh Curriculum Map

Grade Subject Hours per Week Content

5

Chumash with parshanut 4 Sefer Shemot (1213 pesukim = 40/week)

Navi 2.25 Shoftim (618 pesukim = 21/week)

Parashat Ha-Shavua 0.75 Selected content

6
Chumash with parshanut 4 Sefer Bemidbar (1288 pesukim = 43/week)

Navi 2.25 1 Shmuel (810 pesukim = 27/week)

7
Chumash with parshanut 3 Sefer Vayikra (859 pesukim = 29/week)

Navi 2.25 2 Shmuel (695 pesukim = 23/week)

8
Chumash with parshanut 3 Sefer Devarim (959 pesukim = 32/week)

Navi 3 1–2 Melakhim (816 + 719 pesukim = 51/week)

*  As mentioned above, time spent on Parashat Ha-Shavua my need to be reallocated to Hebrew reading and writing in first grade as students work towards reading accu-
rately and fluently, a critically important building block for successful text learning.
**  The number of pesukim per week is based on an estimate of 30 weeks per school year. As most school years are approximately 40 weeks, this estimate accounts for 
vacations and special events with time to spare.

Sources consulted in developing Tanakh Fluency Standards
• The Jewish Day School Standards and Benchmarks Project: TaNaKH Standards and Benchmarks Document

• Zekelman Standards for Judaic Studies: Chumash

• Moshe Sokolow, “The Tanakh and Pedagogy” in Tanakh, An Owner’s Manual, KTAV

• Beit Rabban Day School Curriculum Guide
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Appendix A: Strategies for 
Translating Biblical Text4

• Parses verses using ta’amei ha-mikra

• Recognizes regular biblical verse syntax (verb, subject, direct 

object)

• Identifies proper nouns (names, places)

• Isolates prefixes and suffixes in nouns, verbs, and prepositions

• Identifies roots in verbs and nouns

• Understands gender, person, tense, and number (masculine/

feminine, first/second/third person, past/future, singular/plu-

ral)

• Recognizes “vav ha-hipukh” and can flip tense accordingly

• Understands related words in a noun construct (e.g. ידי עשו)

• Distinguishes between narrative, dialogue, and inner quota-

tions

• Uses context clues to comprehend words in their context

• Divides longer passages into scenes

• Refers to dictionaries and concordance

⁴  Most of these strategies are drawn from The Jewish Day School Standards and 
Benchmarks Projects’ “Tanakh Standards and Benchmarks Document,” Standard 
One.

Appendix B: Literary 
Devices, Difficulties in 
Biblical Text5

Literary Devices in Biblical Text:
• Typological numbers—e.g. forty days of rain, forty years in 

desert

• Names of characters—e.g. יונה בן אמיתי

• Inclusio (symmetrical verses in the opening and closing of a 

section)—e.g. מגדל בבל (Bereishit 11:1,9)

• Parallelism—e.g. האזינו השמים (Devarim 32:1)

• Roots that repeat—e.g. נ.ת.נ. (Devarim 26:1–11)

• Type-scene—e.g. women at the well

Literary Difficulties in Biblical Text:
• Contradiction—e.g. two accounts of creation (Bereishit 1 & 2)

• Unnecessary repetition—e.g. retelling of Avraham servant’s 

search for a wife for Yitzchak (Bereishit 24)

• Missing details/words—e.g. ויאמר קין אל הבל אחיו (Bere-

ishit 4:8)

• Grammatical or syntactical mistakes—e.g. ותדבר מרים 

-Bere) המחנה האחת והכהו ,(Bemidbar 12:1) ואהרון במשה

ishit 32:9)

⁵  See previous note.
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Appendix C: Paradigmatic 
Rashis
The following chart offers a selection of Rashi’s comments on 

Chapter 22 of Bereishit. Rather than attempting to compile a canon 

of Rashi’s comments that all students should know, we instead 

provide a model of an approach to selecting comments of Rashi to 

teach. We encourage teachers to apply the approach demonstrated 

in this list to their own process of curriculum development as they 

choose which comments of Rashi to teach.

The following factors were considered when determining which 

comments of Rashi to include in this list:

• Cultural literacy—The comment is a “famous” one which 

forms part of the shared cultural language of the Jewish com-

munity.

• Paradigmatic—The comment illustrates one of Rashi’s typi-

cal questions about a verse (see chart of taxonomy of Rashi’s 

comments) or a typical technique of Rashi, such as quoting a 

midrash.

Rashis in Bereishit 22
Rashis in Bereishit 22

Verse דבור המתחיל Reason for inclusion/Type of Rashi

22:1 אחר הדברים האלה Addressing superfluous language; situating text in biblical chronology/connection of this passage to 
previous one; quoting midrashim

22:2 את בנך Addressing superfluous language; quoting midrashim; cultural classic

22:2 ארץ המוריה Explaining a word; cultural classic

22:2 והעלהו Addressing specific word choice and how it fits with big picture of the text

22:3 וישכם Addressing superfluous language; cultural classic

22:3 את שני נעריו Quoting midrashim; example of midrashic technique of identifying unnamed characters

22:5 ונשובה Responding to grammatical problem/ambiguity; quoting midrashim

22:6 המאכלת Explaining a word

22:8 יראה לו השה Explaining a word; addressing uncommon syntax; cultural classic

22:8 וילכו שניהם יחדו Addressing superfluous language; cultural classic

22:11 אברהם אברהם Addressing superfluous language; quoting midrashim
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Rashis in Bereishit 22

Verse דבור המתחיל Reason for inclusion/Type of Rashi

22:12 אל תשלח Addressing superfluous language; example of midrashic technique

22:13 בסבך Explaining a word

22:19 וישב אברהם בבאר שבע Explaining a word; situating text in biblical history

22:23 ובתואל ילד את רבקה Situating text in biblical chronology

Taxonomy of Rashi’s Comments6

Type of Rashi Rashi's question

Explaining a word What does this word mean (in this context)?

Addressing superfluous language What do these words come to teach us?

Grammatical problems or ambiguities How is this word parsed?

Textual Omissions Why were these words omitted?

Uncommon Syntax Why are words arranged this way?

Textual contradictions/inconsistencies How does this text fit with other texts?

Situating text in Biblical history When did this take place?

Situating text in Biblical chronology Why is this written here in the Torah?

Big Picture Why did the Torah include this?

⁶  This chart was provided by Rabbi Steven Exler and is based on a coursebook from פירוש רש"י לתורה: עיונים בשיטתו, designed by Nechama Leibowitz and taught at the 
Open University of Israel.
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Appendix D: Chumash 
Content Knowledge in 
Detail
How to Use This Resource

As explained in the Tanakh fluency standards, eighth graders who 

are fluent in Tanakh have studied the Chumash in its entirety. 

While we believe that this is fully attainable, we also recognize that 

many schools have not prioritized this approach, instead focusing 

on the narrative sections of Bereishit, Shemot, and Bemidbar, and 

a few selections from Vayikra and Devarim (if that much). This 

resource aims to enable schools and teachers to hold themselves 

accountable to the rigorous standard of covering the entirety 

of the five books of the Chumash. The lists of content included 

in this resource help specify and quantify aspects of what such 

comprehensive coverage looks like. These lists are not meant to be 

the curriculum itself; rather, they are proxies and metrics for deep 

engagement in the Chumash itself, in all of its breadth. Students 

who have spent hours immersed in learning the whole Chumash 

in a meaningful way can’t help but know who Lot or Tzipporah 

or Korach are, or what a korban olah is, or what happened at Mei 

Merivah. The character and location lists in particular also represent

 data that students will be called upon to return to again and again 

as they encounter subsequent texts, contemporary conversations, 

and divrei Torah that creatively build on the canon of the Chumash.

 While we define fluency in Tanakh as having studied the 

entire Chumash, we also appreciate the fact that in classroom 

settings, some parts will be studied in greater depth than 

others, and that some teachers may be seeking guidance around 

determining which parts to focus on. Even within a given perek, 

teachers need to make decisions about which pesukim to prioritize 

and which details to emphasize. We therefore offer this resource 

to illustrate an approach to teaching Chumash that attends to 

students’ mastery of content and helps educators identify the 

material to prioritize. This document is in no way meant to exclude 

a focus on translation skills and critical analysis; rather, it should 

serve as a complementary resource. Much in the way that teachers 

planning a Tanakh unit will identify essential questions that guide 

students’ critical analysis and specific grammatical forms that 

contribute to students’ translation skills, we hope that this resource 

will help them focus on the content knowledge that students will 

master. 

 For some schools, this document will influence curriculum 

development, guiding teachers in the selection of texts and 

development of lesson plans and assessments. In other schools, 

in which skilled Chumash teachers are likely already ensuring 

that their students have mastered the content knowledge in this 

document, we envision this document as a reference for curriculum 
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development. After schools develop their scope and sequence, and 

teachers create their unit outlines and lesson plans, they can cross-

check against this document to ensure that they are covering the 

requisite content knowledge. 

 This resource is divided into three sections:

Characters: This is a list of approximately 100 key characters in 

the Chumash. Students who are fluent in Chumash should be 

able to independently generate at least 50 names and should be 

able to say a fact or two about each. Alternatively, when prompted 

with the name of a character, students should be able to place the 

character in the narrative arc of the Chumash. Simply memorizing 

the list of characters is not an indication of fluency. Rather, a lack of 

familiarity with these names is most likely an indication of a lack of 

fluency. 

Places/Geographical Features: This is a list of approximately 50 

key locations in the Chumash. Students who are fluent in Chumash 

should be able to independently generate at least 25 locations and 

should be able to say a fact or two about each. Alternatively, when 

prompted with the name of a place, students should be able to 

locate the place in the narrative arc of the Chumash. Similar to the 

characters, simply memorizing the list of places is not an indication 

of fluency. Rather, a lack of familiarity with these names is most 

likely an indication of a lack of fluency. 

Vocabulary, Main Events, Concepts, and Phrases by Heart: This 

list is organized by parashah and lists key vocabulary,7 events, 

concepts, and phrases for students to know by heart. Students will 

realistically not remember every vocabulary word, event, concept, 

or phrase for every parashah, particularly years after having learned 

it. Instead, this section of the document is meant more as a guide 

for teachers to help them choose which parts of a parashah to 

emphasize and to hold students accountable for knowing, within a 

reasonable amount of time after having learned it. The list includes 

content from the parshiyot of Bereishit, Shemot, Vayikra, Bemidbar, 

and Devarim as samples. We encourage teachers to use these 

parshiyot as examples of how to identify content to emphasize and 

to apply this approach to the parshiyot they are teaching.

⁷  Words in the “vocabulary” section are less common words that are essential for 
understanding the text.
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Characters
This is a list of approximately 100 key characters in the Chumash. Students who are fluent in Chumash should be able to independently 

generate at least 50 names and should be able to say a fact or two about each. Alternatively, when prompted with the name of a character, 

students should be able to place the character in the narrative arc of the Chumash. Simply memorizing the list of characters is not an 

indication of fluency. Rather, a lack of familiarity with these names is most likely an indication of a lack of fluency. 

ה'/אלקים/שדי	 

אדם	 

חוה	 

קין	 

הבל	 

שת	 

חנוך )בן ירד(	 

מתושלח	 

נח	 

שם 	 

חם 	 

יפת	 

תרח	 

נחור	 

הרן	 

אברהם	 

לוט	 

שרה	 

פרעה )בראשית יב(	 

מלכיצדק	 

דמשק אליעזר	 

הגר	 

ישמעאל	 

יצחק	 

אשת לוט	 

בנות לוט	 

אבימלך	 

בתואל	 

רבקה	 

עפרון החתי	 

 עבד אברהם	 

)בראשית כד(

לבן	 

עשו	 

יעקב/ישראל	 

רחל	 

לאה	 

בלהה	 

זלפה	 

ראובן 	 

שמעון 	 

לוי 	 

יהודה	 

יששכר	 

זבולן	 

בנימן	 

דן 	 

נפתלי 	 

גד 	 

אשר	 

יוסף	 

דינה	 

שכם	 

חמור	 

 עמלק	 

 )בראשית לו,

שמות יז(

פוטיפר	 

 פרעה	 

)בראשית מ-נ(

תמר	 

אשת פוטיפר	 

שר המשקים	 

שר האופים	 

אסנת בת פוטי פרע 	 

כהן אן

מנשה	 

אפרים	 

 פרעה	 

)שמות א(

שפרה	 

פועה	 

בת פרעה	 

משה	 

 רעואל/יתרו/	 

יתר/חבב

צפרה	 

גרשם	 

אהרן	 

עמרם	 

יוכבד	 

גרשון	 

קהת	 

מררי	 

נדב	 

אביהוא	 

אלעזר	 

איתמר	 

מרים	 

יהושע	 

חור	 

אליעזר	 

בצלאל	 

אהליאב	 

כלב	 

קרח	 

דתן	 

אבירם	 

סיחון מלך חשבון/	 

האמרי

עוג מלך הבשן	 

בלק	 

בלעם	 

פינחס	 

צלפחד	 

בנות צלפחד - מחלה, 	 

נעה, חגלה, מלכה, 

תרצה
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Places/Geographical Features
This is a list of approximately 50 key locations in the Chumash. Students who are fluent in Chumash should be able to independently 

generate at least 25 locations and should be able to say a fact or two about each. Alternatively, when prompted with the name of a place, 

students should be able to locate the place in the narrative arc of the Chumash. Similar to the characters, simply memorizing the list of places 

is not an indication of fluency. Rather, a lack of familiarity with these names is most likely an indication of a lack of fluency.

גן־)ב(עדן	 

פרת	 

חרן	 

כנען	 

בית אל	 

מצרים	 

סדום	 

עמורה	 

 אלוני ממרא/חברון/	 

קרית ארבע

באר לחי ראי	 

גרר	 

באר שבע	 

ארץ המוריה	 

מערת )שדה( 	 

המכפלה

פדן ארם	 

שכם	 

בית לחם	 

הר שעיר/אדום	 

פתם	 

רעמסס	 

גשן	 

ארץ מדין	 

חורב )סיני(	 

ים סוף	 

מדבר/הר סיני	 

מדבר פארן	 

נחל אשכול	 

קדש )ברנע(	 

נגב	 

הר	 

ים	 

ירדן	 

מי מריבה	 

הר ההר )מוסרה(	 

ארץ אדום	 

חשבון	 

בשן	 

ערבות מואב	 

יריחו	 

שטים	 

מדבר צין	 

גלעד	 

ים המלח	 

ים כנרת	 

ערבה	 

שפלה	 

לבנון	 

הר גרזים	 

הר עיבל	 

הר נבו/הר העברים	 

בית פעור	 

חרמון	 

גלגל	 

אלוני מרה	 

ככר	 
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Vocabulary, Main Events, Concepts, and Phrases by Heart
This list is organized by parashah and lists key vocabulary, events, concepts, and phrases for students to know by heart. The list includes 

content from the parshiyot of Bereishit, Shemot, Vayikra, Bemidbar, and Devarim as samples. We encourage teachers to use these parshiyot as 

examples of how to identify content to emphasize and to apply this approach to the parshiyot they are teaching.

Bereishit
Vocabulary

כי־טוב/טוב מאד	 

רקיע	 

למינה/ו	 

שני המארת הגדלים/המאור 	 
הגדל/המאור הקטן

שרץ	 

התנינם הגדלים	 

גן־)ב(עדן	 

עץ החיים	 

עץ הדעת טוב ורע	 

פרת	 

הצלע	 

ערומים/ערום	 

הנחש	 

הכרבים	 

להט החרב המתהפכת	 

נפלים	 

Main Events

	 First story: creation of the world in six days with culmina-
tion in rest on the seventh day and declaring it holy.

	 Students should know what was created on each day: 
one—light; two—sky (with some understanding of 
ancient cosmology); three—plants; four—Sun, Moon 
and stars; five—fish, crawling animals, birds; six—land 
animals and Humans (male and female at once); culmi-
nation in Shabbat with stoppage of work and making the 
day holy

	 Second story: Creation of human, creation of Garden of 
Eden, creation of plants and animals. God looks for a part-
ner for the human and cannot find one, so creates woman 
from man. God commands the man not to eat from the Tree 
of Knowledge.

	 Students should know key differences between first and 
second stories:

	 creation through speech vs. through formation of matter

	 God’s name—אלהים/ה' אלהים
	 order of creation

	 Snake tempts the woman; she eats from tree and gives to her 
husband. They realize they are naked. God gets angry, turns 
to man, who blames woman, who blames snake. Snake is 
cursed (no walking), woman is cursed (painful childbirth), 
man is cursed (hard to work earth). They are expelled from 
the Garden.

	 Adam and his wife have two children: Kayin and Hevel, who 
are a farmer and a shepherd. They bring offerings to God 
from what they do. After Kayin’s offering is rejected, he kills 
Hevel. God punishes him to wander is whole life. Sevenfold 
revenge for killing Kayin, and seventy-fold for Lemekh.

	 Kayin’s offspring produce central elements of civilization: 
domestication of animals, music, and metalwork. Violence is 
central and glorified.
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	 Ten generations from Adam to Noach, passing through 
Shet’s line; long lifespans (with Metushelach the longest) 
eventually being curtailed.

	 Nefillim are some sort of giants who live in this early period.

	 God sees humans are bad and regrets making them, with the 
exception of Noach.

Concepts
תהו ובהו	 

בצלם אלהים	 

פרו ורבו	 

פרו ורבו ומלאו את־הארץ וכבשה	 

מלאכה	 

ויפח באפיו נשמת חיים	 

לעבדה ולשמרה	 

עזר כנגדו	 

בעצב תלדי בנים	 

בזעת אפיך תאכל לחם	 

כי־עפר אתה ואל־עפר תשוב	 

מנחה	 

נע ונד תהיה בארץ	 

ישב אהל ומקנה	 

תפש כנור ועוגב	 

לטש כל־חרש נחשת וברזל	 

ויתהלך חנוך את־האלהים	 

והיו ימיו מאה ועשרים שנה	 

וכל־יצר מחשבת לבו רק רע כל־היום	 

וינחם ה' כי־עשה את־האדם בארץ ויתעצב אל־לבו	 

Phrases by Heart

בראשית ברא אלהים את השמים ואת הארץ	 

תהו ובהו	 

ויאמר אלהים יהי אור ויהי־אור	 

כי־טוב	 

ויהי־ערב ויהי־בקר יום אחד/שני/שלישי/רביעי/חמישי/הששי	 

ויאמר אלהים נעשה אדם בצלמנו כדמותנו	 

ויברא אלהים את־האדם בצלמו בצלם אלהים ברא אתו זכר ונקבה 	 

ברא אתם

פרו ורבו ומלאו את־הארץ וכבשה	 

וירא אלהים את־כל־אשר עשה והנה־טוב מאד ויהי־ערב ויהי־בקר 	 

יום הששי

ויכלו השמים והארץ וכל־צבאם: ויכל אלהים ביום השביעי מלאכתו 	 

אשר עשה וישבת ביום השביעי מכל־מלאכתו אשר עשה: ויברך 

אלהים את־יום השביעי ויקדש אתו כי בו שבת מכל־מלאכתו אשר־

ברא אלהים לעשות:

לא־טוב היות האדם לבדו	 

על־כן יעזב־איש את־אביו ואת־אמו ודבק באשתו והיו לבשר אחד	 

איכה	 

השמר אחי אנכי	 

קול דמי אחיך צעקים אלי מן־האדמה	 

נע ונד	 

מאה ועשרים שנה	 
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Shemot
Vocabulary

ערי מסכנות	 

מילדת	 

יאר	 

תבה	 

כהן	 

מלאך ה'	 

הסנה	 

הכנעני והחתי והאמרי והפרזי והחוי והיבוסי	 

העבריים	 

מטה	 

מצרעת	 

חיק	 

אלם חרש פקח עור	 

אתת מפתים	 

ערלה	 

תבן	 

לבנים	 

Main Events

• Accounting of the names of Ya’akov and his children who came 

to Egypt, numbering seventy; that generation dies, there is a 

population explosion.

• A new king arises who is afraid of them, oppresses them and 

enslaves them with crushing labor.

• Order to the midwives to kill the male children, midwives 

refuse, and are blessed by God.

• Par’oh orders that male children be thrown in the Nile.

• Man and woman from house of Levi have a son and hide him; 

when he gets too old, he is put in a basket on the Nile; his sister 

watches over him and Par’oh’s daughter finds him and identifies 

him as a Hebrew; sister offers to fetch a nursemaid and brings 

child’s mother; when child grows up he is given to Par’oh’s 

daughter and raised by him and called Moshe.

• Moshe grows up and sees Israelite slavery; kills an Egyptian. 

When confronted later by another Israelite and Par’oh finds 

out, he runs away to Midian. There, he meets up with Re’uel 

(Yitro) and marries ones of his daughters and has a son, 

Gershom. Par’oh dies and God hears the Israelites’ cries.

• Moshe is off tending the sheep of his father-in-law Yitro when 

he sees a burning bush that is not consumed. God speaks to 

him and tells him to take the people out of Egypt. Moshe 

resists many times; God gives two signs: rod turning to snake 

and tzara’at of the hand. After persistent refusal, God says that 

Aharon will help Moshe.
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• Moshe parts from his father-in-law and heads back to Egypt. 

On the way, God tries to kill him, but Tzipporah’s circumcision 

of her son saves the day.

• Moshe and Aharon meet in the desert and they gather all the 

elders and go to Par’oh. After denying Moshe and Aharon’s 

request to let the people worship God in the desert, Par’oh 

decrees that they keep their same quotas, but with no straw. 

Israelite supervisors are beaten and the people turn on Moshe 

and Aharon. Moshe asks God why he has been given this task 

for nothing. God answers that he will soon see what lies in store 

for Par’oh, who will send the people out.

Concepts

שבעים נפש	 

עבודת פרך	 

ויזכר אלהים את־בריתו את־אברהם את־יצחק ואת־יעקב	 

הר האלהים	 

של־נעליך מעל רגליך כי המקום אשר אתה עומד עליו אדמת־קדש הוא	 

כי ירא מהביט אל־האלהים	 

ה'	 

ואני אחזק את־לבו	 

בני בכרי ישראל	 

ויחגו לי	 

הנגשים/שטרים	 

Phrases by Heart

ואלה שמות בני ישראל הבאים מצרימה	 

ויקם מלך־חדש על־מצרים אשר לא־ידע את־יוסף	 

וימררו את־חייהם בעבדה קשה	 

כי מן־המים משיתהו	 

גר הייתי בארץ נכריה	 

והנה הסנה בער באש והסנה איננו אכל	 

אלהי אברהם אלהי יצחק ואלהי יעקב	 

ארץ זבת חלב ודבש	 

אהיה אשר אהיה	 

כבד־פה וכבד לשון	 

לך לשלום	 

יד חזקה	 
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Vayikra
Vocabulary

 בקר/צאן )כבש-עז(/עוף	 

)תר-בן יונה(

כפרה	 

ּפתח אהל מועד	 

סמיכה	 

שחיטה/מליקה	 

הקרבת הדם )הולכה(/הגשה 	 

)מנחה(

זריקת הדם	 

הקטרה	 

הפשט וניתוח	 

אש המערכה	 

מזבח העולה	 

מקום/שפך הדשן	 

לבונה	 

אזכרה	 

סולת	 

חלות מצות/רקיקי מצות	 

חלב	 

הכהן המשיח	 

טבילת אצבע	 

קרנות מזבח	 

יסוד המזבח	 

נשיא	 

נבלת בהמה/חיה טמאה/שרץ 	 

טמא

פקדון/תשומת יד/גזל/עושק/	 

אבדה

Main Events

• Requirements for the korban olah:

• olah is entirely burnt;

• seems to be a general korban offered for lots of purposes, 

though seems to provide some sort of kapparah;

• can be brought from big animals (bakar), smaller animals 

(tzon), and birds (of);

• must be male without blemish;

• person bringing it must lean on it;

• for mammals, process involves slaughtering, collecting 

blood, walking it to the mizbe’ach, sprinkling the blood, 

then cutting up the meat (washing the dirty parts of it), and 

burning it on the mizbe’ach;

• for birds, process involves melikah (removing head with 

fingernail) and squeezing blood onto wall of mizbe’ach;

• slaughter happens on north end of mizbe’ach (connect this 

with an architectural review of the mishkan with images).

• Requirements for the korban minchah:

• minchah can be brought in a variety of ways, but with a 

basically shared process: it is a mix of grain, oil, and levonah, 

the kohen takes off a fingerful of the flour/oil mixture and 

throws into the fire; the rest of belongs to male kohanim 

and is kodesh kadashim;

• seems to be a general sacrifice, purpose seems unclear;

• may not be chametz, must have salt.

• Requirements for the korban shelamim;

• shelamim can be a male or female bakar or tzon (no birds) 

and requires semikhah;

• purpose seems to be celebratory;

• blood is collected and sprinkled on mizbe’ach;

• only fat (chelev) is burned on the altar; meat is reserved;

• chelev and blood may never be eaten.

• Requirements for the korban chatat:

• chatat is brought for accidentally violating a negative 

commandment (Chazal, based on a midrashic reading, 
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limit this to those commandments that carry at least a karet 

penalty);

• there are different types that require different animals: for 

the Kohen Gadol, for communal sins, for the nasi, and for 

the average person (always female animal). In all of them, 

there is semikhah, blood is collected and poured on base of 

mizbe’ach after sprinkling, and the chelev is burnt;

• ones for the Kohen Gadol and the community require 

sprinkling of blood on the parokhet and the golden 

mizbe’ach, and then all the meat is burnt;

• ones for the nasi and the common person require 

sprinkling on the copper mizbe’ach and have the meat 

reserved.

• Requirements for the korban asham:

• asham is brought for doing something wrong but only 

realizing it later on, and perhaps not even being sure 

whether one did something wrong at all. It is also required 

when illegally using sacred produce, and when stealing 

something and then later needing to return it—righting 

the financial wrong (which involves adding a fifth to the 

amount stolen or misused) does not close the ritual loop;

• can be tzon, birds, or flour depending on economic means 

(never bakar);

• Process is same as chatat for commoner; meat or flour is 

reserved for kohen.

Concepts

אוהל מועד	 

כהנים	 

כפרה	 

קרבן	 

עלה	 

זכר	 

תמים	 

לרצנו	 

מנחה	 

קמיצה	 

קדש קדשים )לאהרן ולבניו(	 

חמץ	 

ריח ניחח	 

מלח ברית אלהיך	 

זבח שלמים	 

כל־חלב וכל־דם לא תאכלו	 

חטאת	 

מצות ה' אשר לא תעשינה	 

ׁשגגה	 

הזאה	 

אשם	 

וידוי	 

העלם	 

מעילה/אשם מעילה	 

אשם תלוי	 

אשם גזילות	 

חומש	 

Phrases by Heart

ויקרא אל־משה	 

דבר אל־בני ישראל ואמרת אלהם	 

בני אהרן הכהנים	 

אשה ריח ניחח לה'	 

קדש קדשים	 

על כל־קרבנך תקריב מלח	 

חקת עולם לדרתיכם	 

והשיב את־הגזלה אשר גזל	 
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Bemidbar
Vocabulary

מטה	 

לשאת )במובן לספור(	 

פקד	 

יצא צבא	 

זר	 

דגל	 

לנסע/לחנות	 

מזרחה/ימה/צפנה/תימנה	 

משמרת	 

בכור	 

פטר רחם	 

פדה	 

Main Events

• Context—second year after Exodus, still camped at Sinai.

• Census, males twenty or more who could bear arms.

• Census goes by tribe:

• students should be able to name twelve sons of Ya’akov;

• Levi was counted separately and that Yosef is replaced with 

Menashe and Ephraim (so the total is still twelve).

• Roughly 600,000 males aged twenty or more were counted.

• Levi’im—camped around the mishkan, responsible for the 

transportation and upkeep of the mishkan, each family was 

responsible for different aspect of mishkan.

• Twelve tribes camped in formation around the mishkan, three 

on each side, and they marched in formation.

• Levi’im take place of firstborn through process of counting and 

redemption price.

• Instructions for kohanim on preparing mishkan for travel, 

dividing up responsibilities by subclans of levi’im.

Concepts

מבן עשרים שנה ומעלה כל־יצא צבא בישראל	 

והזר הקרב יומת	 

והלוים לא התפקדו	 

וחנו בני ישראל איש על־מחנהו ואיש על־דגלו לצבאתם	 

קדושת הלוים	 

הלוים תחת הבכורים	 

Phrases by Heart

שאו את־ראש כל־עדת בני־ישראל למשפחתם לבית אבתם	 

והזר הקרב יומת	 

איש על מחנהו ואיש על דגלו	 
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Devarim
Vocabulary

ירש	 

שפט	 

צדק	 

עלה	 

לחם/מלחמה	 

פנה	 

עבר	 

גבול	 

ענק	 

שמד	 

תתגרו	 

חרם	 

ערים בצורות	 

פנה	 

Main Events

• Context: end of desert journey, about to cross Jordan River.

• Moshe retelling events from the desert:

• Appointing tribal leaders/judges;

• Spies, lack of faith, God’s anger/punishment;

• Moshe attributes his not entering the land to the sin of the 

spies;

• Travel through Seir and Moab;

• Victory against Sichon and Og;

• Assigning land to Reuven, Gad, and half of Menasheh.

Concepts

באר התורה	 

צדק במשפט	 

המשפט לאלהים הוא	 

ה' ילחם לכם	 

הר שעיר - ירשה לעשו	 

Phrases by Heart

אלה הדברים	 

ככוכבי השמים לרב	 
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Portrait of Fluency 1 
Snapshot
An eighth grader who is fluent in Torah She-Be-Al Peh2 

appreciates the multiple facets of rabbinic literature: a 

record of how Jews lived and continue to live; a source 

for better understanding Torah She-Bi-Khtav; a source 

of our normative decision-making as rabbinic Jews; and 

a rich collection of stories, narratives, and personalities.  

She understands that all of these components combine 

to create a multifaceted religious and ethical universe.  

When studying a rabbinic text, she engages deeply 

¹  Unlike other curricular areas like Tefillah or Tanakh, it is not 
developmentally appropriate to expect eighth graders to be fluent 
in Torah She-Be-Al Peh. When we use the language of “fluency” in 
this section, we are describing the skills, knowledge and dispo-
sitions that form the foundation of fluency in Torah She-Be-Al 
Peh and set students on a path to full fluency in high school and 
adulthood. Particularly in Talmud, benchmarks and content 
recommendations assume continued intensive Talmud study in 
high school.
²  Torah She-Be-Al Peh is a vast corpus of literature that includes 
Mishnah, Gemara, Midrash, legal codes, and responsa literature. 
We have focused these standards for fluency on the study of Mish-
nah and the Babylonian Talmud as the foundational texts of Torah 
She-Be-Al Peh. However, we suggest exposing students to other 
aspects of Torah She-Be-Al Peh in other subject areas. For exam-
ple, midrash can be incorporated into the study of Tanakh and 
Parashat Ha-Shavua, and legal codes can be introduced as part of 
Jewish Practice. Therefore, while the curriculum maps at the end 
of this section focus on Mishnah and Gemara, we have included 
some skills and content in the portrait of fluency and the bench-
marks that may actually be formally taught in other subject areas.

and critically with its contents in order to draw lessons for her 

own life.  As she constructs her own interpretation of the text, she 

feels that she is in dialogue with those across space and time who 

have participated in this interpretive project of the Jewish people.  

She has been exposed to a variety of rabbinic texts, including the 

Mishnah, Gemara, Midrash Halakhah, Midrash Aggadah, and 

legal codes, and has a beginning understanding of the relationships 

between these types of texts.  Her intensive study of core rabbinic 

texts is focused either on the breadth of the Mishnah or on deep 

analysis of the Gemara.3

Skills
A fluent eighth grader can independently read, translate, analyze, 

and interpret mishnayot and other short pieces of Hebrew rabbinic 

literature (midrashim, aggadot, halakhot from the Mishneh Torah), 

whether or not she has studied them previously.  The skills to 

read and translate include knowledge of Hebrew grammar and 

³  The study of Talmud, a key element of Torah She-Be-Al Peh, straddles the 
middle school/high school divide. This makes it difficult to articulate uniform 
standards for eighth grade as some schools begin building Gemara skills in sixth 
grade, while others focus on the study of Mishnah in middle school, introducing 
Gemara in eighth grade and emphasizing it in high school. We envision a twelfth 
grade standard of being able to learn Gemara with Rashi (from the unvocalized 
Vilna Shas) almost completely independently, with the use of a dictionary. Work-
ing backwards, an eighth grader should be able to learn mishnayot of any genre 
with the support of Kehati. When studying passages of Gemara that are mainly 
in Hebrew with some technical Aramaic terminology, an eighth grader should 
follow the flow of the argument, being familiar with the key terms that manage 
that flow and identifying challenges and resolutions.
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common rabbinic Hebrew vocabulary, as well as the ability to use 

a dictionary to assist with translating difficult words.  The skills to 

analyze texts include deconstructing the structure of the text to 

identify the case and differing opinions; identifying the values or 

assumptions underlying each opinion in the text; identifying the 

interpretive strategy of each opinion in the text; evaluating the 

merit of different opinions; and offering an opinion with textual 

support.

 A fluent eighth grader has been exposed to a few sugyot 

from the Gemara.  She can therefore navigate a page of the Vilna 

Shas, locating the Mishnah, Gemara, Rashi, and Tosafot.  She 

can identify and translate key words that help to punctuate and 

deconstruct the structure of a sugya.  She can independently 

translate a Hebrew sugya about a familiar topic, using reference 

books and dictionaries to help her translate the occasional Aramaic 

word or phrase.

Content
Unlike Chumash, which is a single, defined text, Torah She-Be-Al 

Peh is so vast and evolving that there is no presumption that an 

eighth grade student (or even an adult) will have been exposed 

to all of it.  However, deep analysis and understanding of rabbinic 

literature depends on knowledge of the various topics that it 

addresses, which is achieved through exposure to a significant 

amount of text.  A fluent eighth grader, therefore, has studied 

enough content to both solidify her skills to learn independently 

and to encounter a range of halakhic concepts and terminology.  

While both exposure to the breadth of Mishnah and engagement in 

deep Talmudic analysis are necessary for fluency by twelfth grade, 

a fluent eighth grader may have mastered more content in one 

area than the other.  If her focus is Mishnah, a fluent eighth grader 

is familiar with a range of different topics in the Mishnah, having 

studied at least three-hundred mishnayot, and has encountered a 

small number of sugyot in the Gemara.  Alternatively, if her focus 

is Gemara, she has attained greater fluency in Gemara, engaging in 

deep analytical structural work, and encountering the mishnayot 

that relate to the Gemara.  A fluent eighth grader has also been 

exposed to rabbinic literature beyond the Mishnah and Gemara 

and is familiar with key halakhic works such as the Shulchan Arukh 

and Mishneh Torah and with the characters and events in well-

known aggadot and midrashim.

Dispositions
An eighth grader who is fluent in Torah She-Be-Al Peh brings a 

number of dispositions to her study.  She values the project of 

interpreting Judaism’s sacred texts and understands the significance 

and relevance of Torah She-Be-Al Peh as the record of the effort to 

understand and articulate how Jews should live in the world.  She is 

rigorous and meticulous in her efforts to translate the text precisely 

and persistent in her endeavors to comprehend the multiple voices 
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represented in the text.  At the same time, she can be playful with 

the text and takes pleasure in exploring its many facets.  Because 

her ability to interpret the text and to participate in the debates 

recorded in the text depends on her comprehension of the of text 

itself, she seeks to understand the text on its own terms and in 

its own context before adding her own voice and interpretation.  

She approaches the text with curiosity and inquisitiveness, asking 

questions and using critical thinking skills in order to engage with 

the multiplicity of perspectives inherent in the text and among 

the people with whom she studies, all on the path to developing 

her own interpretation.  She also understands that the voices in 

Torah She-Be-Al Peh represent underlying values, and she works 

to extract these values from the text, interrogate them, and apply 

them, where relevant, to her own life.  Finally, she joyfully speaks 

the language of rabbinic literature and can quote and borrow its 

language to add color to her conversations. 

N–8 Fluency Benchmarks
Torah She-Be-Al Peh N–8 Fluency Benchmarks

Grade Benchmarks

N–1

• Understand that there are texts that are different from the Torah that are a source of information about Jewish 
practice and values

• Understand that texts can be interpreted in many different ways

• Ask questions about contents of Torah She-Be-Al Peh that have been taught and offer an answer or perspective

2–3

• Understand Torah She-Be-Al Peh as a source of information about Jewish practice, values and history, and as 
interpretation of Torah She-Bi-Khtav

• Distinguish between Midrash and Chumash and understand how midrashim play with the biblical text

• Read short Hebrew excerpts from rabbinic literature (including halakhah and aggadah) accurately

• Employ variety of strategies to translate short rabbinic texts (including context, identifying parts of speech, and 
identifying shorashim)

• Formulate analytical and evaluative questions about rabbinic texts learned and consider multiple perspectives 
when formulating opinions
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Torah She-Be-Al Peh N–8 Fluency Benchmarks

Grade Benchmarks

4–6

• Describe Torah She-Be-Al Peh as a source of our normative decision-making as rabbinic Jews and as the record 
of the project of interpreting Torah She-Bi-Khtav

• Name orders of Mishnah

• Navigate book of Mishnah, identifying seder, massekhet, perek, mishnah, commentaries

• Read  mishnayot accurately and fluently

• Read short Hebrew excerpts from rabbinic literature (including halakhah and aggadah) accurately and fluently*

• Employ variety of strategies to translate rabbinic texts (including context, identifying parts of speech, identifying 
shorashim, identifying key structural terms, and referring to dictionary)

• Break individual mishnayot into cases, different rulings, and reasons for those rulings

• Analyze and interpret rabbinic texts learned using textual and logical proofs

• Explain how individual rabbinic texts respond to the biblical text

• Name rabbinic figures frequently mentioned in the Mishnah

• Compare and contrast rabbinic texts on the same topic

• Develop beginning familiarity with post-Mishnaic rabbinic sources such as Gemara, Rambam, Shulchan Arukh

• Consult, with support, post-Mishnaic rabbinic sources to further understanding of topics raised in mishnayot

7–8

• Employ variety of strategies to translate rabbinic texts, including navigating reference dictionaries and 
commentaries

• Place post-Mishnaic rabbinic sources such as Gemara, Rambam, and Shulchan Arukh in geographical and 
historical contexts

• Consult, with support, post-Mishnaic rabbinic sources to further understanding of topics studied

• Describe relationship of Mishnah and Gemara

• Identify different parts of a page of Vilna Shas

• Read, punctuate, and translate sugya in Vilna Shas, provided the sugya is mostly in Hebrew and deals with a 
familiar topic  

• Translate and explain the function of key structural terms in the Gemara (tanu rabbanan, t’nan, meitivei, etc.)

• Begin to identify structural components of sugyot in the Gemara

• Analyze and evaluate how individual rabbinic texts respond to the biblical text

• Name at least ten major Tannaim and Amoraim (see Appendix A)

• Name rabbinic figures frequently mentioned in the Mishnah

*  Reading fluently implies a certain pace of words per minute. For example, a student reading Mishnah Avot 1:1 would read it in approximately 20 seconds.
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Curriculum Considerations
The fluency standards above do not specify which content of Torah 

She-Be-Al Peh to teach in which grades. These decisions are best 

left to individual schools, since schools differ in their pedagogical 

approaches and in the values and priorities which guide their cur-

ricula. However, because standards alone are difficult to implement, 

the model below offers one way of organizing a Torah She-Be-Al 

Peh curriculum in order to achieve the standards. Obviously there 

are numerous ways to organize a curriculum and this is simply one 

approach; however, it does illustrate how a school that is serious

 about teaching either three-hundred mishnayot or the analytical 

and structural work of Talmud study could achieve those goals. 

 Because the more text-intensive study of Torah She-Be-Al 

Peh begins in fourth grade, the curriculum map below starts with 

fourth grade. The model below attempts to balance several factors 

when determining which mishnayot and sugyot to teach beginning 

in fourth grade. These factors include relevance to students’ lives, 

accessibility of concepts and language, exposure to broad range of 

content, opportunity to learn straight through a chapter, and expe-

rience the flow of the text. In addition, we have offered two options 

for seventh and eighth grade, depending on whether Talmud is 

introduced in seventh or eighth grade.

Sample Torah She-Be-Al Peh Curriculum Map
Sample Torah She-Be-Al Peh Curriculum Map

Grade Subject Hours per Week Content

4 Mishnah 2

• Pirkei Avot (choose 4 mishnayot)

• Berakhot 6 (8 mishnayot)

• Rosh Ha-Shanah 2 (9 mishnayot)

• Pesachim 10 (9 mishnayot)

• Chullin - 3:6–7, 8:1–3 (5 mishnayot)

• Total: 35 mishnayot = 1/week*

5 Mishnah 2

• Sukkah 1–2 (11 mishnayot)

• Berakhot 4 (7 mishnayot)

• Megillah (33 mishnayot)

• Bava Metzia (choose 9 mishnayot)

• Avot (choose 5 mishnayot)

• Total: 65 mishnayot = 2/week
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Sample Torah She-Be-Al Peh Curriculum Map

Grade Subject Hours per Week Content

6 Mishnah 2

• Bikkurim 3 (12 mishnayot)

• Ta’anit (34 mishnayot)

• Yoma 1 and 8 (17 mishnayot)

• Bava Kama/Sanhedrin (choose 18 mishnayot)

• Sotah 7 (6 mishnayot)

• Avot (choose 13 mishnayot)

• Total: 100 mishnayot = 3/week

7 
(Mishnah Focus 

Model)
Mishnah 2

• Berakhot 1–2 (13 mishnayot)

• Makkot (34 mishnayot)

• Pesachim 1–3 (23 mishnayot)

• Pe’ah (choose 12 mishnayot)

• Zevachim 5 (8 mishnayot)

• Tahorot 5:1–6 (6 mishnayot)

• Keilim 1:6–9 (4 mishnayot)

• Total: 100 mishnayot = 3/week

7 
(Talmud Focus 

Model)
Talmud 4 • Berakhot 4: Tefilat Ha-Shachar (26a–28b)

8 
(Mishnah Focus 

Model)
Talmud 4 • Berakhot 4: Tefilat Ha-Shachar (26a–28b)

8 
(Talmud Focus 

Model)
Talmud 4

• Bava Metzia 2: Elu Metziot (21a–24b)

• Bava Kama 3: Ha-Meni’ach et Ha-Kad (27a–30b)**

*  The number of mishnayot per week is based on an estimate of 30 weeks per school year. As most school years are approximately 40 weeks, this estimate accounts for 
vacations and special events with time to spare.
** These text recommendations push the upper limit of what students can cover in a school year. As the study of Talmud introduces a brand new textual language which is 
often best encountered immersively, we encourage schools to consider implementing a modular approach to scheduling in which students can study Talmud for a larger 
chunk of hours per day but for only part of the school year.
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Sources consulted in developing Torah She-Be-Al Peh standards and benchmarks:
• Beit Rabban Day School Curriculum Guide
• Misrad HaChinuch Curriculum Map for Israeli Religious Public Schools. Available at: http://cms.education.gov.il/EducationCMS/

Units/Mazkirut_Pedagogit/ToshbaMmd/TochnyotLimudim/TochnitLimudimmishna.htm
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Appendix A: 
Tannaim/Amoraim
These lists enumerate Tannaim and Amoraim who appear frequent-

ly throughout the Mishnah and Talmud. An eighth grader who 

has studied a significant amount of the Mishnah (several hundred 

mishnayot) and the Talmud (5–10 dapim) and has been exposed to 

a number of aggadot chazal should be able to independently gener-

ate at least ten names each from the lists of Tannaim and Amoraim 

below, and should be able to say a fact or two about each. Simply 

memorizing the list below is not an indication of fluency. Rather, a 

lack of familiarity with these names is most likely an indication of a 

lack of fluency. Teachers may want to use this list as a way of check-

ing whether material learned has been sinking in.

Tannaim
הלל הזקן - עלה מבבל והתמנה לנשיא הסנהדרין

שמאי הזקן
רבי עקיבא
רבי מאיר

רבי יהודה )בר אלעאי(
רבי אליעזר )בן הורקנוס(

רבי טרפון
רבן יוחנן בן זכאי

רבי אלעזר בן עזריה
רבי יהושע )בן חנניה(
רבי יוסי )בן חלפתא(

רבי יוסי הגלילי

רבי ישמעאל

רבי שמעון בן יוחאי

רבן גמליאל )השני, דיבנה(

רבן שמעון בן גמליאל )השני(

רבי יהודה הנשיא )רבי, עורך המשנה(

Amoraim
חכמי ארץ ישראל

רבי יהושע בן לוי )ריב"ל( בלוד

רבי יוחנן בר נפחא, ראש ישיבת טבריה

רבי שמעון בן לקיש )ריש לקיש(

רבי אלעזר בן פדת

רבי אבהו

רבי זירא

חכמי בבל
רב

שמואל

רב יהודה

רב הונא

רב חסדא

רבה

רב יוסף

רב נחמן

רב ששת

רבא

אביי

רב נחמן בר יצחק

רב פפא

רבינא

רב אשי
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Portrait of Fluency 
Snapshot
An eighth grader who is fluent in Tefillah has an intimate 

relationship with the siddur which forms the basis of a 

rich spiritual life. Fluent in the words of the tefillot and 

familiar with the structure of the siddur, he can walk 

into a minyan, find his place and feel comfortable and 

confident in his ability to participate as a member of the 

kahal. With adequate preparation, he can lead weekday 

or Shabbat tefillot. He can translate most tefillot, knows 

the main themes of every tefillah, and can meaningfully 

connect the words he is reciting to his own life. He 

respects the fixed liturgy, understanding that it links 

him to the Jewish people across space and time, and 

he also strives for a Tefillah practice that is intentional 

and expressive of his emotional life. As such, he uses 

the siddur and the experience of Tefillah to access and 

cultivate emotional dispositions such as awe, gratitude, 

yearning, and compassion. He understands Tefillah 

as a relationship between self, God, and community, 

and is committed to striving for growth in those 

relationships.

Skills
A fluent eighth grader can recite weekday and Shabbat tefillot, as 

well as Hallel and berakhot, accurately and fluently. Accurate reading 

includes the ability to read unseen passages of the siddur, while fluent 

reading includes the ability to read familiar texts with speed1 (not 

because there is religious value to reading with speed but because 

speed indicates a level of comfort and familiarity with the prayers). 

Similarly, while fluency is not dependent on memorization, both 

memorization and the ability to complete phrases from the siddur 

are powerful indicators of a student’s fluency in Tefillah. A student 

fluent in Tefillah skills can participate in communal Tefillah by 

standing/sitting, bowing, and responding aloud when appropriate. 

With preparation, an eighth grader fluent in Tefillah can also lead 

weekday or Shabbat tefillot for the community.

Content
An eighth grader who is fluent in Tefillah comprehends the 

weekday and Shabbat tefillot. This includes knowing the structure 

of prayer services (Shacharit, Minchah, and Ma’ariv) as well as the 

internal structure of different parts of a service (Pesukei De-Zimra, 

Kri’at Shema, Amidah), which allows a student to locate tefillot 

in a siddur. Comprehension of tefillot also involves knowing the 

¹  Reading with speed implies a certain pace of words per minute. For exam-
ple, a student reading the first paragraph of the Amidah fluently would read 
it in approximately 20 seconds. By eighth grade, students should be able to 
recite much of daily Tefillah at this pace.
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meaning of individual tefillot. A fluent eighth grader can articulate 

the main theme of each tefillah and can independently translate 

all Birkot Ha-Shachar, Birkot Kri’at Shema, and the Amidah, 

consulting a dictionary for more poetic sections of the liturgy. 

Finally, an eighth grader who is fluent in Tefillah understands that 

the siddur is a text that evolved over time and is in dialogue with the 

Tanakh and with other rabbinic texts.

Dispositions
An eighth grader who is fluent in Tefillah brings a number of dispo-

sitions to his study and practice of Tefillah. He values Tefillah as an 

opportunity to connect with himself, God, and community, and to 

engage in a process of spiritual growth. As such, he has a rich and 

complex relationship to the words of the siddur, seeking to not only 

understand the literal meaning of the tefillot, but also to access their 

metaphorical, poetic, and literary meanings, and to connect these 

interpretations of tefillot to his lived experience and to his emotion-

al life. He relates to Tefillah as more than an intellectual exercise, 

using the gestures, choreography, and music of Tefillah to deepen 

his experience. Patient and disciplined, he values the importance 

of a daily Tefillah practice (keva), and is meticulous about pro-

nunciation and nusach. At the same time, he also exhibits a spirit 

of openness and creativity as he takes responsibility for increasing 

his kavannah, and making the experience of Tefillah meaningful 

for himself and for the others in his prayer community. He is self-

aware, able to identify his feelings of awe, gratitude, yearning, and 

compassion, and reflect on the extent to which Tefillah is helping 

him to express those feelings. Finally, he understands Tefillah as 

an opportunity to explore his own theology, engaging in respectful 

expression of his questions and beliefs.

N–8 Fluency Benchmarks
These benchmarks are divided into three categories. Tefillah Performance refers to students’ technical ability to participate in actual prayer 

services, including reciting tefillot accurately and fluently, participating appropriately as a member of the kahal, and leading tefillot. Tefillah 

Learning refers to students’ knowledge about Tefillah, including the structure of the siddur and individual tefillot, the meaning of the tefillot, 

biblical sources of tefillot, rabbinic texts about Tefillah, and the historical development of the siddur. Tefillah Dispositions refers to attitudes 

towards Tefillah and the intersection of Tefillah and students’ personal and spiritual growth. As dispositions are more difficult to measure, 

please refer to the “Iyun Tefillah” column in the sample curriculum map for examples of questions to explore that can help cultivate these 

dispositions.
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Tefillah N–8 Fluency Benchmarks

Grade Tefillah Performance 
Benchmarks

Tefillah Knowledge 
Benchmarks

Tefillah Dispositions 
Benchmarks

N–K • Recite selections of weekday 
Shacharit and Hallel 
accurately and fluently 
(including at least Modeh 
Ani and first paragraph of 
Shema)

• Understand that Tefillah is a time to talk to God

• Understand that Tefillah includes individual and communal 
prayer

• Understand that Tefillah is a daily practice

• Understand that Tefillah includes different ways of relating to 
God (praise, request, gratitude)

• Demonstrate respect for Tefillah

• Engage in different modes of 
Tefillah—quiet/calm, loud/active

• Express awe, gratitude, yearning 
and compassion outside of Tefillah 
context

1–2 • Recite selections of 
weekday Shacharit and 
Hallel accurately and 
fluently, including full three 
paragraphs of Shema

• Lead groups of people in 
short tefillot (e.g. Ashrei)

• Read from the siddur accurately and fluently (including tefillot 
that have not been learned)

• Navigate within siddur to locate tefillot learned

• Understand that different tefillot are said on different days 
(Shabbat, Rosh Chodesh, holidays)

• Utilize key vocabulary to identify main themes of individual tefillot

• Express personal understanding of tefillot learned

• Demonstrate respect for Tefillah

• Describe feelings experienced 
during Tefillah

• Express awe, gratitude, yearning 
and compassion outside of Tefillah 
context

3–5 • Recite weekday Shacharit 
(from Yotzer Or through the 
Amidah as well as Birkot 
Ha-Shachar and selections of 
Pesukei De-Zimra) and Hallel 
accurately and fluently

• Lead portions of a service

• Identify structural components of Shacharit, Minchah and 
Ma’ariv services

• Navigate within siddur to find the following services: Weekday 
Shacharit, Minchah, Ma’ariv; Kabbalat Shabbat, Shabbat 
Shacharit, Shabbat Musaf; Hallel; Amidot for Yom Tov

• Navigate within siddur to find the following tefillot in weekday and 
Shabbat/Yom Tov Shacharit (Birkot Ha-Shachar, Ashrei, Shema, 
Amidah, Seder Hotza’at Ha-Torah)

• Be aware of changes to the liturgy for special days (Hallel, Ya’aleh 
ve-Yavo, insertions for Aseret Yemei Teshuvah)

• Employ a variety of strategies to translate tefillot

• Express personal understandings of tefillot learned

• Engage in respectful dialogue about Tefillah, including 
interpretations of tefillot, the experience of Tefillah and theology

• Demonstrate respect for Tefillah

• Reflect on feelings about tefillot 
and the prayer experience

• Employ strategies for increasing 
kavannah in Tefillah

• Connect experiences of awe, 
gratitude, yearning and 
compassion to individual tefillot
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Tefillah N–8 Fluency Benchmarks

Grade Tefillah Performance 
Benchmarks

Tefillah Knowledge 
Benchmarks

Tefillah Dispositions 
Benchmarks

6–8 • Recite weekday Shacharit, 
Minchah and Ma’ariv 
accurately and fluently

• Recite Birkot Ha-Shachar, 
Ashrei, three paragraphs 
of Shema and the weekday 
Amidah by heart*

• Recite full Hallel accurately 
and fluently

• Recite Shabbat amidot 
accurately and fluently

• Participate appropriately 
in communal prayer 
(responding during Kedushah, 
Kaddish, Torah service)

• Lead portions of a service

• Take an aliyah, reciting 
berakhot accurately and 
fluently and demonstrating 
familiarity with the 
choreography of an aliyah

• Leyn an average-sized aliyah 
accurately and fluently

• Lead complete service 
(Shacharit, Minchah or 
Ma’ariv)

• Anticipate changes to the liturgy for special days (full or half 
Hallel, Ya’aleh ve-Yavo, insertions for Aseret Y’mei Teshuvah)

• Develop personal interpretation of individual tefillot based 
on meaning of the words, place in structure of the siddur and 
knowledge of biblical or rabbinic sources quoted

• Demonstrate familiarity with key rabbinic texts that relate to the 
origins of Tefillah and its purpose (Mishnah Berakhot 1-5; Talmud 
Bavli Berakhot 26b—origin of tefillot in sacrifices or ancestors)

• Demonstrate awareness of the siddur as a compiled text that 
evolved over time and in different places

• Demonstrate respect for Tefillah

• Develop and employ strategies for 
increasing kavannah in Tefillah

• Connect experiences of awe, 
gratitude, yearning and 
compassion to individual tefillot

• Set goals for Tefillah experience 
and spiritual growth

• Self-assess prayer experience in 
order to work towards goals for 
spiritual growth

*  Memorization of these tefillot is an indication that a student regularly says these tefillot and has therefore mastered them.
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Curriculum Considerations
The fluency standards above do not specify which tefillot to teach in 

which grades (with the exception of a few key tefillot such as Shema 

and the Amidah), nor do they suggest a methodology for teach-

ing Tefillah. These decisions are best left to individual schools as 

schools differ in their pedagogical approaches and in the values and 

priorities which guide their curricula. However, because standards 

alone are difficult to implement, the curriculum map below offers 

a model of how a school could organize its Tefillah curriculum in 

order to ensure that students learn all of daily Shacharit by the con-

clusion of eighth grade while also developing the dispositions nec-

essary for a lifelong commitment to Tefillah and spiritual growth. 

 The model below attempts to balance several factors when 

determining which tefillot to introduce in which grades. These 

factors include the halakhic status of the Tefillah, the language of 

the Tefillah (how difficult are the words to pronounce and under-

stand), the complexity or sophistication of the ideas expressed in 

the Tefillah and the popularity of the Tefillah (whether students 

are likely to know it from other contexts such as their synagogue 

or camp). This model also includes only those tefillot that students 

would authentically recite during a given school day. While we have 

indicated opportunities for teaching about Shabbat and Yom Tov 

tefillot, we acknowledge that this is an area in which families, syn

agogues and camps can effectively partner with schools to ensure 

students’ fluency.

 The model includes both lists of tefillot that are meant to 

be introduced and incorporated into daily Tefillah, as well as other 

topics for study and exploration. The “Tefillot” column includes a 

list of tefillot introduced each year. Combined with the tefillot from 

previous years, this constitutes the “matbe’a tefillah” that is recited 

as part of daily Tefillah in that grade. Students should be able to 

recite the tefillot listed accurately and fluently, using the appropriate 

nusach. The “Iyun Tefillah” column includes the learning and re-

flection about individual tefillot, Tefillah in general and the Tefillah 

experience that should happen in each grade. In younger grades, it 

is sufficient for students to articulate the main theme of each Tefil-

lah. By second grade and older, however, students should be able  

to translate the tefillot. Therefore, tefillot introduced in N–1, should 

be revisited in 2nd-3rd grades when students can translate directly 

from the text of the Tefillah.

As Tefillah education includes the performance of Tefillah as well as 

learning about individual tefillot and Tefillah in general, time in the 

schedule must be allotted for both. We do not advocate a particular 

approach to scheduling this time (learning separate from Tefillah 

performance or learning integrated into Tefillah performance) nor 

do we take a stance on what Tefillah performance looks like (who
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 leads, whether students daven in their classrooms or in cross-grade groups, whether a full matbe’a is recited every day). However, the mini-

mum amount of time dedicated to Tefillah is the amount of time it would take to daven regularly plus time for iyun tefillah. We recommend 

the following time allotments:

• N–K: 15 minutes per day for davening plus 30 minutes per week for iyun;

• 1–2: 20 minutes per day for davening plus 1 hour per week for iyun;

• 3–5: 25 minutes per day for davening plus 1 hour per week for iyun;

• 6–8: 30 minutes on Tuesdays/Wednesdays/Fridays for davening; 

45 minutes on Mondays/Thursdays for davening plus 1 hour per week for iyun.
 

Sample Tefillah Curriculum Map
Sample Tefillah Curriculum Map

Grade Tefillot Iyun Tefillah

N מודה אני

first line - מה טבו
אדון עולם

first 2 lines - אשרי
יוצר אור / מי כמכה

שמע / ברוך שם / ואהבת
כי מציון / עץ חיים

הלל - הודו לה’ כי טוב, כי לעולם חסדו

• Main themes of each Tefillah that is recited as part of daily Tefillah

• What is Tefillah?

• Why do we daven?

• How can we make Tefillah a special time?

• What do I think about God?

K ברכות התורה (לעסוק בדברי תורה, אשר 
בחר בנו, יברכך)

first half - ברוך שאמר
אור חדש / והאר עינינו . . . בישועתך

first paragraph - עמידה
הלל - ברוך . . . לקרוא את ההלל, בצאת 

ישראל ממצרים

• Main themes of each Tefillah that is recited as part of daily Tefillah

• What is Tefillah?

• Why do we daven?

• How can we make Tefillah a special time?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?
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Sample Tefillah Curriculum Map

Grade Tefillot Iyun Tefillah

1 all - מה טבו
אשר יצר, אלהי נשמה

ברכות השחר
all - אשרי

אהבה רבה
second and third paragraphs - עמידה

הלל - הללו את ה’ . . . כי לעולם חסדו, 
אנא ה’

• Main themes and key vocabulary of each Tefillah that is recited as part of daily Tefillah

• Beginning siddur navigation skills—locating learned tefillot in the siddur, sections for different types of 
days (Chol, Shabbat, Rosh Chodesh, holidays)

• What is Tefillah?

• Why do we daven?

• How can we make Tefillah a special time?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?

2 תהילים קנ )הללו אל בקדשו(
ישתבח

 second and third - קריאת שמע
paragraphs

last three paragraphs - עמידה
הלל - ה’ זכרנו יברך, פתחו לי . . . נגילה 

ונשמחה בו

• Translation and main themes and key vocabulary of each Tefillah that is recited as part of daily 
Tefillah

• Siddur navigation skills—locating learned tefillot in the siddur, sections for different types of days 
(Chol, Shabbat, Rosh Chodesh, holidays)

• Structure of weekday Shacharit

• What is Tefillah?

• Why do we daven?

• How can we make Tefillah a special time?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?

• What is the job of the Tefillah leader?  What is the job of the kahal?
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Sample Tefillah Curriculum Map

Grade Tefillot Iyun Tefillah

3 יגדל
middle blessings - עמידה

עלינו
הלל - ברוך הבא . . . כי לעולם חסדו, 

יהללוך . . . מלך מהולל בתשבחות

• Translation and main themes and key vocabulary of each tefillah that is recited as part of daily 
Tefillah

• Structure of the Amidah—praise/request/thanks

• Comparative Amidah study—Chol vs. Shabbat vs. holidays

• What is Tefillah?

• Why do we daven?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I like about Tefillah?  What is hard for me about Tefillah? How can I work on that?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?

4 ברכות התורה - והערב נא, אלו דברים
second half - ברוך שאמר

 fill in remaining - ברכות קריאת שמע
parts not previously learned

תחנון - שומר ישראל
אבינו מלכנו

הלל - הללויה, הללו עבדי ה’ . . . אם 
הבנים שמחה, הללויה

מה אשיב לה’ . . . בתוככי ירוׁשלים, 
הללויה

• Translation and main themes and key vocabulary of each tefillah that is recited as part of daily 
Tefillah

• Comparative study of Shacharit, Minchah and Ma’ariv

• Liturgical changes for special days

• What is Tefillah?

• Why do we daven?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I like about Tefillah?  What is hard for me about Tefillah? How can I work on that?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?
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Sample Tefillah Curriculum Map

Grade Tefillot Iyun Tefillah

5 ויברך דויד . . . ויאמינו ביי ובמשה עבדו
אז ישיר משה . . . ביום ההוא יהיה ה’ 

אחד ושמו אחד
שיר של יום/לדוד

הלל - מן המצר . . . ולמות לא נתנני

• Translation and main themes and key vocabulary of each tefillah that is recited as part of daily 
Tefillah

• Study of keva and kavannah

• Why do we daven?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I like about Tefillah?  What is hard for me about Tefillah? How can I work on that?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?

6 מזמור שיר חנוכת הבית לדוד
מזמור לתודה

יהי כבוד
תהילים קמו-קמט

ברוך ה’ לעולם
הוצאת ספר תורה
הכנסת ספר תורה
מוסף לראש חודש

all - הלל

• Translation and main themes and key vocabulary of each tefillah that is recited as part of daily 
Tefillah

• Rabbinic texts on prayer

• Obligation/communal prayer/minyan

• Role of leader and kahal

• Why do we daven?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I like about Tefillah?  What is hard for me about Tefillah? How can I work on that?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?
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Sample Tefillah Curriculum Map

Grade Tefillot Iyun Tefillah

7 קבלת עול מלכות שמים
הודו לה’ קראו בשמו/והוא רחום

למנצח מזמור לדוד
ובא לציון גואל

• Translation and main themes and key vocabulary of each tefillah that is recited as part of daily 
Tefillah

• Evolution of the siddur

• Different images of God in the siddur/theology

• Why do we daven?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I like about Tefillah?  What is hard for me about Tefillah? How can I work on that?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?

8 קרבנות
רבי ישמעאל

תחנון

• Translation and main themes and key vocabulary of each tefillah that is recited as part of daily 
Tefillah

• Biblical quotes/references in the siddur

• Why do we daven?

• What is my responsibility to the people I daven with?

• What do I like about Tefillah?  What is hard for me about Tefillah? How can I work on that?

• What do I think about God?

• What is amazing about our world?

• What am I thankful for?

• What do I want to ask for?

Sources consulted in developing Tefillah standards and benchmarks:
• Beit Rabban Day School Curriculum Guide

• James Jacobson-Maisels, “A Vision of Tefillah Education” HaYidion: The RAVSAK Journal, Spring, 2013.

 “בחירת קטעי התפילות לפי כיתות,” דעת: לימודי יהדות ורוח, מכללת הרצוג.”	 

http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/tfila/bhirat.htm
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Why Practice?
Setting standards for Jewish practice education is 

a complicated and sensitive project, more so than 

setting standards for Jewish text education. The Jewish 

community as a whole doesn’t have a uniform set 

of practices. As curricular goals can never be fully 

separated from religious convictions, schools teach 

according to the religious outlooks and ideologies of 

their communities. Additionally, some pluralistic and 

community schools intentionally choose not to teach 

or promote a specific ideology or standard of practice. 

Furthermore, we are not certain even how critical 

or central a role schools have to play in inculcating 

religious commitment and behavior. In some contexts 

and for some students, schools clearly play an 

important role. But in other contexts, schools may be 

much more marginal when compared to the home, 

extended family, intergenerational religious institutions 

like synagogues, or immersive settings like camps. 

 Because of all of these complications, teaching 

Jewish practice can feel very overwhelming. In 

addition, the topic of Jewish practice is so vast, 

with endless variations, that it can be frustrating for 

educators to try to determine what to teach. With 

that in mind, in this section, we aim to enumerate 

and catalog the basic elements of the life of a practicing Jew, as 

reflected in traditional rabbinic sources. We do not expect broad 

consensus on every practice or piece of knowledge in this catalog; 

some educators will reject items while others will find items 

missing. However, we offer this catalog as a model of what it would 

look like to give students full competence in Jewish practice, such 

that students who are fluent in these practices would be fully 

comfortable inhabiting a world of Jewish practice, and equipped for 

wide-ranging interactions and journeys within the Jewish world.

Portrait of Fluency
An eighth grader who is fluent in Jewish practice feels a sense 

of commitment to halakhah as an expression of Jewish values 

in dialogue with the realities of the world. She can comfortably 

and confidently perform mitzvot,1 both ritual and interpersonal, 

attending to their technical details, including when and how 

they are performed. She is also familiar with key terminology 

and concepts that relate to the performance of mitzvot. Not 

satisfied to unquestioningly perform mitzvot, she investigates the 

deeper meaning and underlying values of the mitzvot, making her 

performance of mitzvot personally meaningful. She appreciates that 

Jewish communities across space and time have interpreted and 

applied Jewish law in different ways, and that, while many practices

¹  We use the word “mitzvot” in this section in a broad sense rather than a techni-
cal sense, referring to practices, observances, and minhagim.
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 are consistent across communities, some are varied. She respects 

this diversity, seeking to both better understand the practices of her 

community, as well as the practices of other communities to which 

she is exposed. Finally, she understands that as she matures, she 

may experience and relate to mitzvot in different ways; therefore, 

she seeks to develop an increasing attachment to mitzvot and 

identification with Jewish traditions that allow her to apply the 

tradition to her life in meaningful ways.

Explanation of Fluency 
Benchmarks
Performance of mitzvot is not learned sequentially. For example, 

students do not generally learn to perform the mitzvah of shaking 

a lulav and etrog in one year while deferring the mitzvah of sitting 

in the sukkah to a later grade. Rather, students are often exposed 

to the performance of many mitzvot year after year and gain 

fluency through repeated exposure. As such, it makes little sense 

to sequence performance benchmarks by grade. However, some 

content knowledge related to the performance of mitzvot (like the 

melakhot of Shabbat) would logically be introduced only in older 

grades. Therefore, the fluency standards in Jewish practice are 

formatted as a list of Jewish practices whose performance should be 

mastered by the conclusion of eighth grade. Mastery includes the 

ability to perform the technical details of the mitzvot, and to express 

the meaning of the mitzvot and the values on which they are based, 

as well as related content knowledge.

A Note About Experiential 
Education, Texts, Mitzvot Aseh, 
and Mitzvot Lo Ta’aseh
We believe that gaining knowledge of and fluency in mitzvot is 

nearly impossible without performing those mitzvot with some 

regularity; therefore, we advocate that schools collaborate with 

families, synagogues, and camps to create opportunities for 

students to perform these mitzvot.

 Mitzvot aseh are usually best taught experientially; the most 

effective way for students learn how to shake a lulav is to repeat 

the berakhah and shake the lulav, following the directions of a 

knowledgeable adult. While it may be helpful for students to study 

relevant texts that describe how to perform the practice, it is the 

performance itself, particularly in the younger grades, that is most 

instructive. 

 In contrast, mitzvot lo ta’aseh can be more difficult to 

teach experientially. For example, while one could not eat milk 

and meat together, the performance of abstaining from that food 

combination is not the most effective way to learn how to keep 

kosher. Rather, studying texts about kashrut is more instructive in 

observing the laws of kashrut. In fourth grade and beyond when 



                          

Standards for Fluency in Jewish Text & Practice • 70

students’ text skills (both in Hebrew and in English) become 

significantly stronger, we recommend rooting the study of Jewish 

practice in text for both mitzvot aseh and mitzvot lo ta’aseh. The text 

can be a prepared curriculum, a compilation of relevant biblical and 

rabbinic texts, or a halakhic work such as R. Chayim David Ha-

Levi’s Kitzur Shulchan Arukh Mekor Chayim or R. Isaac Klein’s A 

Guide to Jewish Religious Practice.

A Note about Mitzvot Ben Adam 
Le-Chavero
We have separated mitzvot ben adam le-chavero (interpersonal 

mitzvot) into its own chart. While most ritual mitzvot are either 

performed correctly or not, interpersonal mitzvot are often 

aspirational; we are always trying to improve on our ability to 

perform them. In addition, they can be especially difficult for 

children to perform, as they involve impulse-control and emotion 

regulation. Therefore, although we include benchmarks for the 

performance of these mitzvot, we acknowledge that many students 

will be on a path to increased performance as they mature. Also, 

while these mitzvot overlap with general norms of appropriate 

social conduct and are often not viewed as “religious,” we believe 

that children should relate to them as mitzvot that are part of 

Jewish practice. Finally, many of these mitzvot may be best taught 

and learned not through curricular units, but rather through the 

classroom culture and daily routines.2 We therefore encourage 

teachers to look for opportunities to teach these mitzvot outside of 

the formal curriculum.

²  For example, a classroom job in kindergarten may be to call a child who is sick 
at home. Students in this class learn to practice bikkur cholim through the fact that 
this classroom job exists more than through a curricular unit on bikkur cholim.
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Fluency Benchmarks
Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks

Category Practices to be Mastered Content Knowledge

Daily, Shabbat, and 
Holiday Tefillot and 
Berakhot

(See Tefillah Fluency 
Standards for a 
full delineation 
of the skills and 
content knowledge 
necessary for 
fluency in Tefillah.)

• Participating in Tefillah appropriately as 
a member of the kahal

• Familiarity with different nuscha'ot 
for weekday, Shabbat, holidays, and 
Yamim Nora’im

• Familiarity with popular melodies for 
tefillot

• Putting on tzitzit

• Laying tefillin

• Reciting appropriate berakhot on 
occasions (hearing thunder, seeing a 
rainbow etc.)

• Reciting appropriate berakhot before 
food

• Reciting appropriate berakhot after 
food

• Knows about the obligations of prayer:

   Who is obligated

   When prayer occurs

   Which tefillot are said when

   Which tefillot may only be said with a minyan

• Knows that there is liturgical variation in different Jewish communities

• Knows the concept of berakhah le-vatelah

• Knows the architecture of a synagogue, including ner tamid, amud, 
bimah, mizrach

• Knows about practices of covering one’s head especially during times of 
prayer and learning

Laws and Customs 
of Shabbat

• Reciting Shabbat liturgy

• Performing ritual practices of Shabbat—
hadlakat nerot, Kiddush, Havdalah

• Singing Shabbat zemirot

• Can distinguish between positive and negative mitzvot of Shabbat

• Knows that there are 39 melakhot forbidden on Shabbat derived from 
the construction of the mishkan and that they relate to farming, making 
fabric, making leather, writing, building, fire/cooking, carrying

• Is familiar with the concept of an eruv for carrying

• Is familiar with the concept of muktzeh

• Can connect observance of Shabbat with creation

• Is familiar with concept of oneg Shabbat
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Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks

Category Practices to be Mastered Content Knowledge

Jewish Holiday 
Laws and Customs 
(General)

• Performing ritual practices of Jewish 
holidays

• Reciting the holiday liturgy, including 
passages infrequently said, such as 
Rosh Ha-Shanah Musaf and hoshanot 
(as part of attaining fluent comfort with 
the siddur)

• Singing popular songs related to 
holidays

• Knows the dates of Jewish holidays

• Knows the terms eruv tavshilin and okhel nefesh

• Knows that fire and carrying are different from the other melakhot

• Knows which megillot are read on which holidays

Rosh Chodesh • Making appropriate liturgical changes 
for Rosh Chodesh

• Knows the names of the Hebrew months in order

• Knows that Rosh Chodesh corresponds to the appearance of the new 
moon

Rosh Ha-Shanah • Performing tashlikh

• Reciting blessings and “yehi ratzon” over 
symbolic foods

• Reciting Rosh Ha-Shanah liturgy

• Knows different names of Rosh Ha-Shanah

• Can discuss main themes of Rosh Ha-Shanah—birthday of the world, 
judgment, repentance

• Knows that Elul is the lead-up to Rosh Ha-Shanah and includes blowing 
shofar, Le-David, and Selichot

• Knows that Musaf is divided into Malkhuyot, Shofarot, Zikhronot

• Knows names of shofar blasts

• Can offer multiple reasons for why we blow shofar and what it 
symbolizes (to wake us up, to proclaim God’s kingship)

Aseret Yemei 
Teshuvah

• Making appropriate liturgical changes 
for Aseret Yemei Teshuvah

• Can discuss main themes of Aseret Yemei Teshuvah—repentance

Yom Kippur • Reciting appropriate blessing on 
candles “le-hadlik ner shel Yom Ha-
Kippurim”

• Beating chest while reciting “al chet”

• Reciting Yom Kippur liturgy

• Integrating fasting into practice when 
approaching adulthood

• Can discuss main themes of Yom Kippur—repentance, forgiveness

• Knows the five inuyim of Yom Kippur

• Is familiar with halakhic categories related to fasting—choleh, shiurim

• Can summarize plot and main themes of Book of Jonah and explain 
why it’s read on Yom Kippur
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Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks

Category Practices to be Mastered Content Knowledge

Sukkot • Shaking arba’at ha-minim alone and as 
part of Hallel

• Reciting the berakhah “le-shev ba-
sukkah” appropriately

• Reciting Sukkot liturgy, including 
hoshanot

• Knows different names of Sukkot

• Can discuss main themes of Sukkot—vulnerability, God’s protection, 
harvest, gratitude, joy

• Knows basic architectural components of a sukkah (two or more walls, 
skhakh, more shade than sun)

• Knows what activities to perform in the sukkah and when to say the 
berakhah “le-shev ba-sukkah”

• Knows the components of the arba’at ha-minim

• Knows that hoshanot take place

• Can name the ushpizin

• Can summarize main themes of Kohelet and offer a variety of 
explanations for why it’s read on Sukkot

• Knows that Simchat Beit Ha-Sho’evah took place on Sukkot and was 
time of rejoicing

• Connects Sukkot with universalism through the seventy sacrifices which 
correspond to seventy nations

Shemini Atzeret • Reciting Shemini Atzeret liturgy • Can discuss main themes of Shemini Atzeret—joy, rain

• Knows that Tefillat Geshem is recited

• Knows that we begin saying “mashiv ha-ruach”

Simchat Torah • Participating in hakafot

• Reciting Simchat Torah liturgy

• Can discuss main themes of Simchat Torah—joy of studying Torah, 
ending and beginning cycle of Torah readings

Chanukah • Lighting Chanukah candles, including 
reciting proper berakhot, Ha-Nerot 
Hallalu, Ma'oz Tzur, and arranging/
lighting in the correct configuration and 
order

• Knowing to recite Hallel and to insert 
Al Ha-Nisim in Amidah and Birkat Ha-
Mazon

• Can retell the story of Chanukah

• Can place the story of Chanukah in second Temple chronology

• Can discuss main themes of Chanukah—religious freedom, pirsumei nisa

• Can discuss the debate over whether the miracle of Chanukah was the 
military victory or the oil

• Knows the letters on a dreidel and what they stand for

• Knows about traditional foods fried in oil—latkes, sufganiyot
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Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks

Category Practices to be Mastered Content Knowledge

Tu Bishvat • Can discuss main themes of Tu Bishvat—new year for trees, first signs of 
spring in Israel

• Knows shivat ha-minim

Purim • Knowing to insert Al Ha-Nisim in Amidah 
and Birkat Ha-Mazon

• Assembling and giving mishlo’ach manot

• Giving matanot la-evyonim

• Can discuss main themes of Purim—ve-nahafokh hu, lottery/chance, 
hidden miracles, Amalek, threats to Jewish physical survival

• Can summarize plot, characters, and main themes of Book of Esther

• Knows that joy/silliness increase in Adar—mi-she-nikhnas Adar marbim 
be-simchah

• Knows the four mitzvot of Purim (mikra megillah, matanot la-evyonim, 
mishloach manot, mishteh/seudah)

• Can offer explanations for customs—why we use graggers, why we dress 
up, why we eat hamentaschen

Pesach • Performing bedikat and bi’ur chametz

• Performing mitzvot of drinking four 
cups, eating matzah and maror, with 
appropriate berakhot

• Reciting Mah Nishtanah

• Reciting selections of Hallel at the Seder

• Reciting Pesach liturgy

• Knows different names of Pesach

• Can retell story of Exodus from Egypt

• Can discuss main themes of Pesach—slavery/freedom, spring

• Knows what constitutes chametz and matzah

• Is familiar with the term “lechem oni” and can explain symbolism of 
matzah

• Is familiar with key sections of Maggid, including Ha Lachma, Mah 
Nishtanah, Avadim Hayinu, four sons, Mi-tchilah, Ve-Hi She-Amdah, 
Tzei U-Lemad, ten plagues, Dayeinu, Rabban Gamliel (pesach, matzah, 
maror), Be-khol Dor Va-Dor

• Knows items on Seder plate and order of the Seder

• Can explain connection between Elijah and the Seder

• Can summarize main themes of Shir Ha-Shirim and explain why it’s read 
on Pesach

Sefirat Ha-Omer • Performing the nightly counting of the 
omer

• Can discuss main themes of Sefirat Ha-Omer—anticipation for receiving 
Torah, barley harvest

• Can describe mourning customs observed during Sefirat Ha-Omer



                         
Practice • 75

Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks

Category Practices to be Mastered Content Knowledge

Modern Holidays 

(Includes Yom 
Ha-Shoah, Yom 
Ha-Zikaron, Yom 
Ha-Atzmaut and 
Yom Yerushalayim)

• Singing Hatikvah

• Standing silently during siren of 
remembrance

• Reciting Yom Ha-Atzmaut liturgy

• Knows that Yom Ha-Shoah is a day for remembering the Holocaust

• Is familiar with the custom of lighting yahrtzeit candles to remember 
people who died

• Knows that Yom Ha-Zikaron is Israel’s memorial day and immediately 
precedes Yom Ha-Atzmaut

• Knows that Yom Ha-Atzmaut marks Israel’s independence and 
expresses gratitude for victory in the War of Independence and the 
creation of the State of Israel

• Knows that Yom Ha-Atzmaut presents a new liturgical question and is 
aware that different communities mark the day in different ways, some 
reciting Hallel with a berakhah, without a berakhah, with or without 
Torah reading and haftarah

• Knows the meaning of the words of Hatikvah

• Knows that Yom Yerushalayim marks the day when Israel took military 
control of the Old City of Jerusalem and the Temple Mount and 
celebrates victory in the Six Day War and the return of the Jewish people 
to the ancient sacred center of Jerusalem

Lag Ba-Omer • Can give explanations for the celebration of Lag Ba-Omer—Rabbi 
Akiva’s students, Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai

Shavuot • Reciting Shavuot liturgy • Knows different names of Shavuot

• Can retell the story of matan Torah

• Can discuss main themes of Shavuot—receiving Torah, wheat harvest, 
bikkurim 

• Can summarize plot and main themes of Book of Ruth and explain why 
it’s read on Shavuot

• Is familiar with Shavuot customs of tikkun leil Shavuot and eating dairy

Tishah Be-Av • Making appropriate liturgical changes 
for Tishah Be-Av

• Can discuss main themes of Tishah Be-Av—destruction of Temple, exile, 
tragic events in Jewish history

• Can summarize main themes of Eikhah and explain why it’s read on 
Tishah Be-Av

• Knows mourning customs of three weeks, nine days and Tishah Be-Av
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Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks

Category Practices to be Mastered Content Knowledge

Minor Fast Days

(Includes Tzom 
Gedaliah, Asarah 
Be-Tevet, Ta’anit 
Esther, Ta’anit 
Bekhorot, 17 
Tammuz)

• Making appropriate liturgical changes 
for fast day

• Knows why we fast on each of the minor fast days

Laws and Customs 
of Kashrut

• Asking relevant questions to ascertain 
the kashrut status of a given food

• Knows criteria for kosher mammals (split hooves and chew cud) and 
fish (fins and scales)

• Knows that kosher birds are listed in the Torah

• Knows that milk and meat may not be eaten or cooked together

• Knows that kosher animals must be killed in a specific way (shechitah)

• Knows that blood may not be consumed

• Knows that there are restrictions on food cooked by non-Jews and on 
wine and cheese produced by non-Jews

Lifecycle Laws and 
Customs

• Brit Milah/
Simchat Bat

• Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah

• Wedding/Sheva 
Berakhot

• Funeral

• Shiva Home

• Participating appropriately as a 
member of the kahal at Jewish lifecycle 
events

• Is familiar with basic components of Jewish lifecycle events

Mitzvot Teluyot 
Ba-Aretz

• Knows that there are agricultural laws that apply to food grown in the 
Land of Israel, including shemitah, terumah and ma’aser
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Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks

Category Practices to be Mastered Content Knowledge

Mitzvot related 
to the Earth and 
animals

• Bal Tashchit

• Tza’ar Ba’alei 
Chayim

• Taking environmental impact into 
account when making choices about 
consumption and waste disposal

• Treating animals kindly

• Knows the terms bal tashchit and tza’ar ba’alei chayim

• Can connect care for the earth and animals to the role of humans in 
creation (le-ovdah u-le-shomrah)

Mitzvot Ben Adam Le-Chavero
Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks—Mitzvot Ben Adam Le'Chavero

Category Practices to be Cultivated* Content Knowledge

Interpersonal Mitzvot and Concepts 
(General)

• Acting towards others in ways that are 
consistent with mitzvot ben adam le-chavero

• Having a regular and consistent chesed/tikkun 
olam practice

• Listening to others empathetically

• Prioritizing the needs of others above own 
needs when appropriate

• Distinguishes between mitzvot ben adam 
la-Makom and ben adam le-chavero

• Connects ethical behavior to the 
concept that humans are created in 
God’s image (Sotah 14a, Sifrei Eikev 11:22)

• Knows Hebrew terminology for 
interpersonal mitzvot (hakhnasat orchim 
is how to say “hospitality”)

Gemilut Chasadim

• Tzedakah

• Bikkur Cholim

• Kevurat/Halvayat 
Ha-Met

• Nichum Aveilim

• Hakhnasat Orchim

• Giving tzedakah (money/food/other goods)

• Visiting or calling sick friends and relatives

• Paying shiva visits when appropriate and 
waiting for mourner to begin talking

• Showing preference to guests, offering them 
food first, giving them first choice

• Knows concept of ma’aser and 
Rambam’s tzedakah ladder

• Knows that tzedakah is often collected 
as part of daily Tefillah

• Can explain the concept of chesed shel 
emet

• Connects hakhnasat orchim with 
Avraham and Sarah
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Jewish Practice Fluency Benchmarks—Mitzvot Ben Adam Le'Chavero

Category Practices to be Cultivated* Content Knowledge

Interacting with Others

• Kevod Ha-Briyot (overarching value)

• Avoiding humiliating others

• Kibud Av Va-Em

• Respect for Elders

• Teshuvah and Mechilah (lo tikom ve-lo 
titor)

• Tokhechah (feedback from a place of 
caring)

• Judging others fairly

• Shmirat Ha-Lashon

• Lifnei Iver (relating to people with 
disabilities)

• Good manners/civility

• Interacting respectfully and politely with peers 
and adults

• Showing extra respect towards parents and 
elders

• Apologizing after doing something wrong

• Forgiving when others apologize

• Considering others’ feelings when giving them 
feedback

• Giving others the benefit of the doubt

• Avoiding speaking about others

• Helping those with disabilities

• Can connect interpersonal mitzvot with 
biblical sources and rabbinic sources

Honesty

• Ona’at devarim and genevat da’at

• Truth and permitted lies

• Ona’at Mamon/Theft

• Hashavat Aveidah

• Interacting with others in an honest way

• Making an effort to return lost objects

• Can explain the tension between the 
values of truth and peace

Character Traits

• Humility

• Anger

• Envy

• Hatred

• Revenge

• Gratitude

• Reflecting on how one’s feelings and character 
traits influence one’s behavior

• Articulating strategies for coping with anger, 
envy, hatred, and desire for revenge

• Expressing gratitude when appropriate

• Knows the term middot

*  As stated above, interpersonal mitzvot are often aspirational; students (and adults) are always on a path towards increased and improved performance of them. There-
fore, these practices are described as “Practices to be Cultivated,” rather than “Practices to be Mastered.”
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Curriculum Considerations
As stated above, the fluency categories do not specify what Jewish 

practices to teach in which grades, nor do they suggest a method-

ology for teaching Jewish practice. These decisions are best left to 

individual schools as schools differ in their pedagogical approach-

es and in the values, ideologies, and priorities which guide their 

curricula. However, because these categories alone are difficult to 

implement, the sample curriculum maps below offer models of how 

a school could organize its Jewish practice curriculum in order for 

students to achieve fluency in Jewish practice. The first map pro-

vides a model for teaching holidays, using Sukkot as an example, 

demonstrating how different aspects of Sukkot could be taught in 

each grade from N–8. Schools that decide to stop teaching holidays 

in depth in middle school could combine themes from those grades 

with those from earlier grades. The second map provides a model 

for teaching non-holiday mitzvot and is based on the approach of 

teaching in-depth units on several of these topics each year.

 We can imagine teaching Jewish practice as its own class or 

integrating it into other subject areas, as outlined below.

Separate Class
• In this model, Jewish Practice would be its own class with a 

curriculum that would cover the categories listed above. One 

logical way to organize the curriculum would be to schedule 

the learning about different holiday observances to coincide 

with those holidays and to fill in the rest of the year with other 

topics. Learning about many holiday observances would be 

repeated year-to-year while other topics (lifecycle, ethical mitz-

vot) might only be taught once or twice in a student’s school 

career.

• We recommend allocating one hour per week to teaching Jew-

ish practice in this model and borrowing time from other text 

classes (Tanakh, Torah She-Be-Al Peh, Iyun Tefillah) in order 

to increase to two or three hours in Elul/Tishrei, the week 

before Chanukah, the week before Purim, and between Purim 

and Pesach.

Integration into Other Subjects
• In this model, teaching Jewish practice would be integrated into 

other subject areas. For example, a Tefillah curriculum could 

cover the “Daily, Shabbat, and Holiday Tefillot and Berakhot” 

section of the list of Jewish practices. A Torah She-Ba-Al Peh 

curriculum could be constructed to cover Shabbat, kashrut, 

lifecycle, and ethical mitzvot. As many topics on the list explic-

itly appear in the Chumash or could be thematically connected 

to stories in the Chumash, either a Chumash curriculum or a 

Parashat Ha-Shavua curriculum could be used to teach Jewish 

practice. While this approach allows for a more holistic teach-

ing and learning experience in which Jewish practice is woven 

into many aspects of learning, it is more difficult to ensure that 

all areas of Jewish practice are actually taught, and requires 
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greater coordination on the part of teachers and curriculum 

directors/Jewish studies directors.

• We recommend increasing the time spent teaching other Jew-

ish studies by one hour to reflect the hour intended for teaching 

Jewish practice. Similar to the “separate class model,” we recom-

mend increasing the time dedicated to teaching Jewish practice 

in advance of major holidays.

Sample Curriculum Map for Sukkot
Sample Curriculum Map for Sukkot

Grade Skills/Content* Learning Activities/Texts

N
• Knows that Jews eat in a sukkah

• Can identify a sukkah in a picture

• Can identify a lulav and etrog

• Knows that Israelites lived in sukkot in the wilderness

• Neighborhood walk to find sukkot and notice features

• Retelling of Exodus story with emphasis on wandering and 
living in sukkot

• Imitating teacher shaking arba’at ha-minim

• Eating in a sukkah on Sukkot and saying berakhah “le-shev 
ba-sukkah”

K

• Can say the berakhah “le-shev ba-sukkah” when prompted

• Can describe main features of a sukkah (temporary, skhakh, at 
least two walls)

• Neighborhood walk to find sukkot and identify features

• Retelling of Exodus story with emphasis on wandering and 
living in sukkot (include reading of Vayikra 23:42–43)

• Imitating teacher shaking arba’at ha-minim

• Eating in a sukkah on Sukkot and saying berakhah “le-shev 
ba-sukkah”

1 • Knows different names of Sukkot

• Knows that Sukkot celebrates harvest

• Can independently name arba’at ha-minim

• Can shake arba’at ha-minim with prompting from teacher

• Can retell the story of the Exodus and connect it to Sukkot

• Text—Vayikra 23:42–43 to anchor retelling of Exodus story with 
emphasis on wantering and living in sukkot

• Matching names of holiday to pictures/themes

• Shaking arba’at ha-minim with berakhah

• Eating in a sukkah on Sukkot and saying berakhah “le-shev 
ba-sukkah”

2
• Knows the symbolism of arba’at ha-minim

• Knows which foods are required to be eaten in the sukkah

• Text—Vayikra 23:40

• Midrashim about arba’at ha-minim corresponding to parts of 
body and different types of Jews
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Sample Curriculum Map for Sukkot

Grade Skills/Content* Learning Activities/Texts

3
• Can put Sukkot in context of agricultural holidays

• Can name the ushpizin

• Study of biblical texts (e.g. Devarim 16:13-15) with emphasis on 
agricultural dimension and gratitude/joy

• Review of biblical “heroes” in connection to ushpizin

4 • Knows that world is judged for rain on Sukkot • Mishnah Rosh Ha-Shanah 1:2

5 • Can describe features of a kosher sukkah based on Mishnah 
Sukkah 1–2

• Study of Mishnah Sukkah 1–2 about different types of sukkot

6 • Connects Sukkot with universalism through the seventy 
sacrifices which correspond to seventy nations

• Can shake arba’at ha-minim as part of Hallel

• Can participate in hoshanot

• Bemidbar 29:12–34 and parshanut

• Liturgical text of hoshanot

7

• Knows what activities to perform in the sukkah

• Study of halakhot of sukkot—when to eat in the sukkah, 
sleeping in the sukkah

• Discussion of what makes a dwelling permanent vs. 
temporary

8

• Can discuss main themes of Sukkot—vulnerability, God’s 
protection, harvest, gratitude, joy

• Revisit theme of gratitude/joy through study of rabbinic texts 
about Simchat Beit Ha-Sho’evah

• Contrast to study of Kohelet—explore different attitudes to 
material world and life

*  Skills and content listed in earlier grades are assumed to be retained in later grades; this chart includes new content and skills only for each grade. Teachers should check 
for knowledge and review any skills and content not retained. Assume greater need to review in K, 1, 2.

Sample Curriculum Map for Non-Holiday Mitzvot
Unlike holidays which are often revisited every year, many other mitzvot apply equally throughout the year. Because they can be taught at dif-

ferent levels to all ages of children, schools should map out these topics, ensuring that each topic is covered at some point during a student’s 

career. In many cases, topics should be taught at least twice—once in younger grades and again in late elementary or middle school.

 Below is a sample map for these topics which offers suggestions for which topics to teach in which grades. Certainly these topics can 

be taught in other grades as well (in fact, many of these topics connect at some point to Parashat Ha-Shavua and can therefore be reinforced 

every year through the study of the parashah); this map suggests when students should engage in in-depth study of the topic.
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Sample Curriculum Map for Non-Holiday Mitzvot

Topic Grade Skills/Content/Texts/Learning Activities*

Shabbat—
introduction

N

• Shabbat as culmination of creation

• Shabbat as day of rest

• Shabbat rituals—candles (reciting berakhah for hadlakat nerot), Kiddush, two challot, Havdalah

Shabbat—rest and 
ritual 2

• Shabbat as culmination of creation—Bereishit 2:1–3

• Shabbat as day of rest

• Reciting Friday night and Shabbat morning kiddush

Shabbat—
melakhah

5 or 6 (timed with 
study of building 
mishkan)

• Distinguishing between positive and negative mitzvot of Shabbat

• 39 melakhot forbidden on Shabbat derived from the construction of the mishkan and that they 
relate to farming, making fabric, making leather, writing, building, fire/cooking, carrying

• Concept of an eruv for carrying

• Concept of oneg Shabbat

• Concept of muktzeh

• Reciting Shabbat liturgy

• Performing ritual practices of Shabbat—hadlakat nerot, Kiddush, Havdalah

• Singing Shabbat zemirot

Kashrut—
introduction

1

• Torah lists kosher and non-kosher animals, birds and fish

• Milk and meat may not be eaten or cooked together

• Activities around categorizing food—meat, dairy, pareve

Kashrut—animals, 
blood, shechitah 
and basar be-
chalav

4 or 5

• Exploration of kashrut through mishnayot in Chullin

• Features of kosher mammals (split hooves and chew cud) and fish (fins and scales)

• Kosher birds are listed in the Torah

• Milk and meat may not be eaten or cooked together

• Exploration of laws of shechitah

• Can be a good example for introducing Torah She-Be-Al Peh—Torah only says animals have 
to be killed “as I have instructed you” (Devarim 12:21); the laws of shechitah are all oral tradition

• Blood may not be consumed

• Vayikra 17:14 and maybe cross-referenced with Bereishit 9:4
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Sample Curriculum Map for Non-Holiday Mitzvot

Topic Grade Skills/Content/Texts/Learning Activities*

Kashrut—focus on 
ta’amei ha-mitzvot 
or boundaries 
around food

7 or 8 (timed with 
study of Vayikra or 
Devarim or in context 
of navigating identity 
in relation to non-
Jews or in context of 
ta’amei ha-mitzvot)

• Restrictions on food cooked by non-Jews and on wine and cheese produced by non-Jews

• Bishulei nokhrim as part of a unit around Jewish identity/Jews and non-Jews

• Exploration of reasons offered for laws of kashrut through rabbinic  texts

• Asking questions to ascertain kashrut status of a given food

Berakhot—
Introduction

N/K

• Berakhot bless God for things we enjoy in the world and for mitzvot

• Giving examples of different kinds of berakhot (for food/pleasure and for mitzvot)

• Matching foods with appropriate berakhot

• Reciting berakhot before food and before mitzvot

• Reciting at least part of Birkat Ha-Mazon

Berakhot 4 or 5

• Revisit berakhot through study of Mishnah

• Berakhot for natural phenomena and special events

• Exploration of berakhot as acknowledgment of God’s role in the world

Lifecycle** 6

• Naming features of Jewish lifecycle events

• Participating in Jewish lifecycle events when opportunities arise

• Exploring the values underlying Jewish lifecycle events

Mitzvot Ben Adam 
Le-Chavero—
introduction

N/K

• Using Hebrew terms for mitzvot ben adam le-chavero

• Treating others with respect and kindness is a Jewish value

• Giving tzedakah, calling friends who are sick, sharing toys with friends who visit

• Apologizing and forgiving friends

• Telling the truth

• Articulating feelings, expressing gratitude

• Concepts can be taught through Parashat Ha-Shavua, Jewish stories, and general literature (e.g. 
hakhnasat orchim through Avraham and Sarah)
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Sample Curriculum Map for Non-Holiday Mitzvot

Topic Grade Skills/Content/Texts/Learning Activities*

Mitzvot Ben Adam 
Le-Chavero—focus 
on Pirkei Avot

3

• Exploration of mitzvot ben adam le-chavero and character traits through Pirkei Avot

• Listening to others empathetically

• Prioritizing the needs of others above own needs when appropriate

• Making an effort to return lost objects

• Interacting respectfully and politely with peers and adults

• Describing different middot

Mitzvot Ben Adam 
Le-Chavero***

6 or 7

• Distinguishing between mitzvot ben adam la-Makom and ben adam le-chavero

• Connecting ethical behavior to the concept that humans are created in God’s image (Sotah 14a, 
Sifrei Ekev 11:22)

• Concepts of ma’aser and Rambam’s tzedakah ladder

• Concept of chesed shel emet

• Exploring the tension between the values of truth and peace

• Connecting interpersonal mitzvot with biblical sources and rabbinic sources

• Reflecting on how feelings and character traits influence behavior

• Articulating strategies for coping with anger, envy, hatred, and desire for revenge

• Acting towards others in ways that are consistent with mitzvot ben adam le-chavero

• Having a regular and consistent chesed/tikkun olam practice

• Giving tzedakah

• Paying shiva visits when appropriate and waiting for mourner to begin talking

• Showing extra respect towards parents and elders

• Considering others’ feelings when giving them feedback

• Giving others the benefit of the doubt

• Avoiding speaking about others

• Helping those with disabilities

• Interacting with others in an honest way
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Sample Curriculum Map for Non-Holiday Mitzvot

Topic Grade Skills/Content/Texts/Learning Activities*

Mitzvot Teluyot Ba-
Aretz

8 (if there is an 8th 
grade trip to Israel)

6/7/8 in connection 
with Parashat 
Behar or sections of 
Devarim

• Exploration of agricultural laws that apply to food grown in the Land of Israel, including shemitah, 
terumah, and ma’aser

Bal Tashchit/Tza’ar 
Ba’alei Chayim

1

• Knowing the terms bal tashchit and tza’ar ba’alei chayim

• Connecting care for the earth and animals to the role of humans in creation (le-ovdah u-le-
shomrah)

*  Skills and content listed in earlier grades are assumed to be retained in later grades; this chart does not always restate content and skills from previous grades. Teachers 
should check for knowledge and review any skills and content not retained.
**  Learning about Jewish lifecycle rituals is particularly well-suited for home and synagogue life, and we are ambivalent about whether it is effective at all to to teach it in 
school. If pushed, we would recommend including it in a middle school curriculum.
***  There must be an experiential component to learning interpersonal mitzvot. In younger grades, the classroom can often serve as the experiential learning space. Older 
students, however, need to engage in chesed or tzedek projects outside of the classroom community in order to learn mitzvot like nichum avelim or tzedakah.

Sources consulted in developing Jewish practice standards and benchmarks
• Beit Rabban Day School Curriculum Guide

• Moshe Sokolow, “What Should a Yeshiva High School Graduate Know, Value and be Able to Do?” Meorot: A Forum of Modern Orthodox 

Discourse, 7:2, 2009.




