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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


