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1980). But because true experimentation is not possible in research that is undertaken
outside the laboratory - in real world settings - the needs of social research have led to
changes in the experimental paradigm. There has been movement toward hybrid
research designs that use a combination of qualitative and experimental (or other
methods of quantitative) inquiry where the results are integrated at the interpretation
phase of data analysis (Creswell, 2003). They embrace moderate empiricism for
methodological rigour together with an emphasis on hermeneutic skills for data

interpretation (Nash, 2002).

One of these hybrid models is the design experiment. This paradigm was pioneered for
educational research by Ann Brown, in 1992. Design experimentation has been used in
many contexts including kindergartens, primary school and secondary schools (Porter
DeCusati, 2004; Oshima, Oshima et al, 2003; Saye and Brush, 2002). It is an
experimental model that is used to design, refine and evaluate theories or innovations
for learning in complex educational settings (Cobb, Confrey et al, 2003; Kelly and
Lesh , 2002). That is, to carry out studies of educational interventions for the
improvement of student learning (Collins, Joseph and Bielaczyc, 2004; Zaritsky, Kelly
et al, 2003). Since this intervention research is designed to inform practice, the design
paradigm provides a real world working space in which teaching innovations can grow
(Kelly and Lesh , 2002). Brown (1992) explains that in this paradigm classroom life is
viewed as a complex synergy of many variables. Each variable cannot be assessed
individually, since any change introduced in a classroom is responsible for a multiple
of simultaneous responses in the variable aspects of the learning environment.
Therefore in this paradigm variables are assessed as components of the working whole.
This phenomenon encapsulates the "trade-off between experimental control and
richness and reality" (p. 152). The designs are empirically based on recognisable
research standards and their data assessments include theoretical descriptions that
delineate why an intervention was (or was not) successful. These components lead to
reliability and to the potential for replication of the intervention. Brown (1992) asserts
that the Hawthorne effect — that the mere presence of a researcher will improve
performance- is ruled out by the specific nature of the improvement in learning that is

achieved by each intervention.
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Thus design experiments are based on the understanding that learning, cognition and
context are co-constituted and must, therefore, be studied as one entity. Similarly since
one of the objectives of design research is to gain an understanding of how people
think, know and learn, the design framework involves the observation of social
Interaction in the learning setting which is considered a constituent of the learning
process (Barab and Squire, 2004; Edelson, 2002). Design experiments are process
focused in that they seek to trace learning by understanding the thinking and reasoning
that is demonstrated as a response to the intervention (Shavelson and Phillips et al,
2003). Accordingly indicators of improved learning are sought such as student

engagement in complex reasoning (Hawkins and Collins, 1992).

The educational innovation that is the focus of a design experiment must be flexible so
that it can be applied to new local contexts (Barab and Squire, 2004). Additionally
design-study data are drawn from small samples of educational settings and are likely
to be aggregated over time and over different sites (Sloane and Gorard, 2003). The
recognisable research standards, or scientific rigour involved, relates to the educational
attainment measures included in the design and to the inclusion of corroborative data
(Kolodner, 2003). The interpretive aspect of this model stems from the participation of

the teacher who is implementing her own innovation.

To return to the research question of this study, Can we teach midrash explicitly in
the primary school? This question — and its subordinate questions regarding the
understanding of midrash characteristics- relate to pedagogical strategy as much as
they relate to children's understandings. Now if the research questions had focused
solely on children's religious and textual understandings, the study could have been
designed around student interviews, sample texts and questionnaires. It could have had
a format similar to that of Goldman's (1964) research on children's religious
understandings. But since the purpose of the research related to midrash pedagogy,
namely the explicit teaching of midrash in the primary school classroom, the research
needed to include midrash teaching. Likewise, it needed to include a programme for
this purpose. But the option of evaluating an existing teaching programme was ruled

out because there is no such existing programme for teaching midrash explicitly.
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Therefore, in order to explore my research question, [ needed a research paradigm that
would allow me to both design and evaluate a new midrash teaching programme in a
classroom context. A true experimental paradigm was ruled out because controlling
extraneous variables to the required degree would be difficult, impractical and highly
artificial. Additionally there would be no possible control group as midrash is not
currently being taught explicitly. Moreover, in order to properly answer the research
question, I needed a paradigm that would allow the focus of the research to be on the
way that children engage with midrash, not only on the pedagogy of it. For example, in
order to explore whether some aspects of midrash are easier to understand than others,

I would need the design to include parameters for this kind of inquiry.

Now it has just been mentioned that design studies involve the design and evaluation
of educational interventions. It has also been mentioned that the interventions that are
the centre-piece of design experiments aim to improve student learning through a focus
on understanding how students learn and acquire knowledge. Similarly since the data
from design experiments are aggregated over several interventions there is flexibility
for improving the innovation as it is applied in a particular context. This is essentially
the life cycle of design experiments. Accordingly it was based on all of these aspects
of the design research paradigm that I chose the model of a design experiment for this
research. In particular I chose the One-on-one (teacher-experimenter and student)
design experiment paradigm which was to include a series of teaching sessions over

three interventions (Cobb, Confrey et al, 2003).

3.0 Designing the Midrash Teaching Programme

3.1 Aims of the Programme: Teaching Some Aspects of Midrash

The experimental treatment consisted of a mini-course of ten Bible lessons taught with
midrashic commentaries. It was thought that ten lessons would provide enough time
for students to learn the approach to midrash, and to benefit from it, in terms of
midrash understanding. The Biblical stories chosen for the foundation texts of the
mini-course were familiar to the participants. This was done to optimise midrash

teaching time by saving time that might have been needed to review the Biblical verses
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upon which the midrashic commentaries were based, had the students been unfamiliar

with them.

The midrash texts chosen illustrate aspects of midrash that I feel are important for
students to learn in order to understand the purpose of midrash; and to begin to
understand the midrashic process. This is an application of Bruner's view (1966¢) that
1t is those ideas that lie at the heart of subject matter that should be taught. Thus the
interpretive strategies that are the focus of the mini-course include those that are
frequently seen in classical midrash texts (exegetical, narrative expansions, ethical and
rabbinic parables). They also include strategies that I have found to be confusing to
children (complex meanings and non-literal intentions). Additionally these texts were
chosen from a practical, educational standpoint; since all of the strategies illustrated in
the mini-course can be found in paraphrased midrash texts that are featured in Rashi's
commentary - on the books of the Pentateuch - that is included in the primary school
Bible curriculum. Thus they are likely to be encountered by students in their Bible

readings. The following is a brief sketch of the concepts taught in the mini-course.’

e The relationship of derash to peshat. Since midrash is Scriptural commentary, the
relationship between midrash and Scripture is the first topic covered by the mini-
course. It is then reviewed for each midrash text. The positioning of an
interpretation with relation to the Biblical text is an application of this concept. It
is described variously by scholars as the 'opening' for the interpretation; the
provocation; or the exegetical occasion. Through reading the four midrash texts,
the children encounter various exegetical occasions including philological and

religious-philosophical ones.

The issue of the relevance of the Scriptural provocation to the midrashic solution is
discussed in depth for each midrash. Solutions which relate to the peshat (plain,

contextual meaning) are offered- in addition to midrashic ones. This is done in

3 The midrash texts that are used in the mini-course can be found in chapter two in the following

sections: On Cain and Abel, section 4.1; on Avram and Saray and on the sacrifice of Isaac, section 4.2.2.
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order to explore the way in which the rabbis have departed from the plain-sense of

Scripture, and delved beneath it, in search of further meanings.

Moral messages. Rosenak (1987) points out that religious texts convey normative
messages to their adherents (p. 256). Midrash texts exemplify this principle. The
values taught through midrash are explored, in the mini-course, through an
interpretation that conveys a moral, or ethical, message. This is illustrated through
the text on Avram and Saray that extols the modesty of the pair. This midrash text
was chosen for several reasons. Firstly because the value of modesty is familiar to
the students and, as viewed through this midrash, it is modelled by the 'first couple’
of Jewish forefathers. The fact of its modelling in this way places the message of
the midrash into the story of the forefathers. (More on religious master stories
below.) Moreover the fact that this midrash is cited by Rashi situates it in the

purview of the primary school Bible class.

Exegetical interpretations. These explore philological, theological or narrative
difficulties in the underlying Biblical narrative. The theological foundations of
these interpretations underscore the seriousness of midrash; that it is not childish.
Thus the exegetical basis, or provocation, of each midrash is explored with the
class. This extends to the value-laden or moralistic midrash just mentioned. Its
exegetical foundation rests on an element of discovery that seems to be implied by
the language of the story, but does not fit the model of a couple who should know
each other well. Similarly exegetical foundations are explored in the midrash texts
that surround the story of the Sacrifice of Isaac. These interpretations are at once
philological and exegetical — in their explanation of particular Scriptural language,
or lacunae in the Scriptural narrative — and theological in their message to their
reader. Likewise the parable of Cain's guilt rests exegetically on the language of

Scripture that suggests that Abel's blood is crying out to heaven.

Midrashic narrative. Stories, or elements of stories, that do not exist in the Biblical
text, but elaborate upon it. Kugel (1990) explains, "Most of the narrative

expansions found in rabbinic midrash .. have as their point of departure some
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peculiarity in the Biblical text itself. .. these expansions .. are formally a kind of

biblical exegesis." (p. 247)

Since these stories are rather easy to understand, children tend to think that a
midrash is like a fairy tale. In the mini-course the narrative element of midrash is
illustrated through a commentary on the story of the Sacrifice of Isaac. This
midrash explores the impetus for this trial of Abraham. To demonstrate the
seriousness of midrash, the text is problematised together with the students. The
first aim is to uncover the peculiarity in the text that motivated the narrative
expansion. The aim is then to explore the exegetical or philosophical ends that are
achieved through this deceivingly simple interpretive strategy. The midrashic
narratives in this text describe this Biblical event as a story of faith that is

exemplified by Abraham and Isaac.

This Bible story is taught on two occasions in the primary school. It is first taught
during Bible classes that teach the book of Genesis. But it is also taught in the
context of lessons that centre on Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year. On this
High Holyday the story of the Sacrifice of Isaac is read aloud from the Torah in
synagogue. Thus this story is considered one of the most important stories in the
Bible. It is the underlying message of faith that makes this story so important, to
adults as well as to children. In terms of the midrash text itself, it can be found in
Rashi's commentary and is therefore likely to be encountered by primary school
students. Accordingly the importance of this story as well as the inclusion of this
midrash in Rashi's commentary are the reasons for the inclusion of this midrash

text in the mini-course.

Bruner (1966¢) points out that narratives and metaphors can be instructional for the
student in shaping his/ her sense of humanity, and of organising a sense of what is
persistent in history. In my view this is also true in the case of religious master

stories in the Bible. In these one can see the, "human predicament .. the good that

beckons .. Here we can see religious convictions in the making .." (Dale, 1972, p.

S)
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The use of non-literal language in midrash texts. These types of texts exemplify to
the children that midrash should not necessarily be understood at face value. The
midrash about Avram and Saray's extraordinary level of modesty — that they did
not look at each other — is an illustration of this kind of language. Similarly the
midrash that likens Abraham to a flag on a masthead is clearly figurative. The latter
example was chosen for its topic, an exposition on faith that is tied into the
Sacrifice of Isaac story, as well as for its clear illustration of figurative language in
midrash. This aspect of the mini-course puts into practice the suggestion about the
teaching of ancient religious texts, mentioned earlier, that religious education can
make productive use of children's capacity for creative thought in order to develop
their symbolic and metaphorical understandings (Ashton, 1993a; Ashton, 1993b;
Radford, 1999).

The multi-layering, or complexity, of midrashic texts. This is exemplified by texts
that make use of more than one interpretive strategy, thus presenting multiple
commentaries at once. In the mini-course this is illustrated most clearly with the
narratives. The students learn that these stories explore the meanings of the Bible
story while they uncover and grapple with underlying theological questions. For
example there is the issue of child sacrifice that is implied in the Sacrifice of Isaac
story. The complex nature of the midrash text underscores the seriousness of

midrash for the young students.

The midrashic parable. The example used is the Cain and Abel story. The parable
used in the midrashic set text carries with it an elaboration of the message of the
Bible story. Bruner (1966¢) talks about the educational impact of, "history
rendered with epic aids" (p. 162). The rabbis used parables in order to deliver their
message with impact. Their message in this story involves as Bruner (1966c¢)
describes, "the causes and consequences of choice" (ibid.). Levinson (2005)
describes it as the rabbis' rendition of sin and responsibility. This parable was
chosen for the clarity of its message as well as the clarity of its imagery: the
dripping strawberry juice on the strawberry thief's hands. Where the Bible story
only implies guilt, the parable makes a clear presentation of the evidence of the

crime.
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The presentation of these strategies enables the teacher to paint a picture of rabbinic
interpretive activity. This picture gives the students a backdrop upon which to place
the midrashic texts that they will encounter in the future. Accordingly this strategy
engages the student in an exploration of the rabbinic text as it relates to Scripture. The
main concern of the approach is to problematise the material with the students, and to
guide them to make sense of midrash and Scripture. The idea is that understanding is
brought about by intelligent absorption of subject matter (Quinn, 1997). Accordingly a
sufficient theoretical foundation of midrash knowledge must be put in place. The
midrashic process is taught through a pedagogy that is based on Vygotsky's (in
Bruner, 1987) idea of developing ideas in a child via the intercession of adults (p. 9).
The aim is to include the students in the process of acquiring this knowledge (Bruner
1966¢). The reasoning is that this should, in turn, enable them to begin to study

midrash and Scripture on their own.

3.2 Teaching Method
3.2.1 Theoretical Underpinnings of the Teaching Method

The teaching strategy is an iterative one that applies Vygotsky's (in Young, 2003) view
that human agency plays a role in the creation of knowledge (p. 113). Clearly the
agent, in this case, is the teacher. Accordingly, in the midrash teaching programme, the
teacher provides the students with repeated encounters with each midrash text as well
as with the characteristics and motivations associated with midrash. As Bruner (1966¢)
suggested in relation to other subject matter, midrash teaching is based on a succession
of stages of instruction that leads to a deepening of understanding. This concept is
similar to Bruner's spirals of learning (in Speaker, 2004). The level of complexity of
midrashic material is one to which the students are not accustomed therefore
scaffolding (Wood, 1988; 1998), or the intercession of an adult in assisting the
understanding of the child is used. This is accomplished through repeated iterations of
midrash questions, answers and concepts. The main tool for assessing levels of
understanding on an ongoing basis is the daily quiz that takes place at the opening of
each midrash lesson. Quiz responses are used to gauge what was understood by most
students and what was not. That which was not understood would therefore need to be

reviewed in the following lesson in an iterative fashion. These written quizzes are
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composed according to the themes of the previous midrash lesson, and in relation to
the difficulties that the students had articulated on that topic. This is part of the
iterative nature of the teaching strategy, as the answers are reviewed orally at the
beginning of each lesson. The final class-wide quiz contest is the final stage of the
iterative strategy. It utilises some of the quiz questions as well as other mini-course

questions, and brings the midrash characteristics together in one lesson.

The theoretical aim of the strategy is to integrate the child's existing cognitive
capacities (van Gelder, 2005) with an ability to understand midrash knowledge that is
furnished by the teacher. The student is encouraged to articulate and share his/her
questions about either the Scriptural text or its rabbinic interpretation. The questions
shared by the students encourage further class discussion and exploration of the
meaning of midrash. This kind of collaborative reflection encourages sense-making
(Watkins, Carnell et al, 2002).* In the case of the Biblical text the sense-making is
significant in that it has an impact on the faith of the student (Griggs, 1990). Thus
understanding grows with each interpretation that is presented. Once the students
become aware of these rabbinic strategies, they will be able to start to identify them

and to understand their interpretive purpose.
3.2.2 Applying the Method

The teaching style is one of whole class teaching. Each lesson is built around the
reading together of the midrash text and the Scriptural passage upon which it
comments. Class discussion is guided primarily by leading questions that are posed by
the teacher. The classes also incorporate questions that are posed by the students
during class and questions that are triggered by the students' quiz and homework
responses. Similarly class discussion is a focal point of the teaching programme.
Visual aids are brought in to demonstrate some of the aspects of midrash in a concrete
way. For example a clothes peg or hanger together with an item of clothes is brought

in to demonstrate the connectedness of commentary to Scripture.

* This also encourages the teacher to reflect on the Biblical material that she is sharing with her students

(Griggs, 1990).
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The lessons of the interventions were taped by audio recorder or video recorder
depending on the permissions of the school. There was agreement between the
researcher and the school that the tapes would be used for data collection only. I
promised that they would not to be shown or played to others, and that I would
personally undertake all transcriptions from these visual or audio records. The
transcripts were to be used for the composition of student logs of midrash knowledge.
(See section 4.5 below.) In this way a student's comments in class would be
incorporated into her individual data log. It was also thought that interesting body
language — that might illustrate students' midrash understandings - might be captured
on video that could, in turn, enhance class transcripts. These were to be noted in the
transcripts themselves. The intervention also included daily quizzes, homework

assignments, and a worksheet. These will be discussed in section 4.4.2 below.

4.0 Evaluating the Midrash Teaching Programme

4.1 Selection of Schools

When choosing sites for the interventions I took into account the disparate Jewish
populations spread over numerous countries. Whilst it is reasonable to expect
similarity in educational contexts when studying schools in a single country, my
interest lay in exploring whether I could design a midrash teaching programme that
would be effective in schools with different national educational curricula; with
different educational emphases and frameworks. My aim was to test my midrash
innovation through small samples of a broad swath of Jewish primary school students
to see whether it would work in different international contexts. Since I was doing
something new in Jewish Bible education in the primary school it was important to
find out whether it would be applicable for Bible education in a range of Jewish
educational contexts. All the participating schools were of Orthodox denomination in
order to ensure that the Bible curriculum would include traditional Biblical
interpretation. Large metropolitan areas were selected in order to have access to strong
but mixed student populations. The study was carried out over three schools: one in

Israel; one in England and a third in the United States.
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Access to schools was sought through personal contacts or recommendations. (See
Appendix B for a sample letter to a school.) In addition to the schools that gave me
access, there were two schools that denied access. Both of these schools were in
Jerusalem. One school's reason for refusal was that the head of Bible studies did not
want a researcher to interact with her students in the role of teacher. The other school's
head teacher reasoned that his students would not complete their Bible curriculum if
ten lessons were set aside for midrash classes. The participating Israeli school was a
state, religious, primary school with a mixed student demographic. The age range of
the student population of the school was rising six through rising twelve year olds.
This was a medium size school with two classes (approximately thirty students per
class) per form. The British school was a voluntary aided, Jewish school with an upper
middle class demographic. The school included three year olds through year six
students; with one class per form. Class size was around 25 students. The American
school was a private Jewish school with a mostly upper middle class to wealthy
student demographic that also included lower income students who were provided with
financial scholarships. This school had a relatively large student population with up to
four classes per form. Class size was similar to the British school. The school also had
a pre-school wing with three through five year olds. The main school started with
rising six year olds and continued until the equivalent of British year nine. The
inclusion of years seven through nine is common in the United States for Jewish

primary schools.

4.2 Selection of Pupils

I chose to work with children in the older grades of primary school (English equivalent
of key stage 2). During this 'romantic stage' of development (Egan, 1990) children are
keen to identify with the human qualities of Biblical characters portrayed by the rabbis.
Thus, they are well suited to learning midrashic literature. Additionally, I reasoned
that this age group should provide me with subjects who are capable of analytical and
abstract thought (Goswami, 1998, p. 276, see discussion on ability to reason) and
would, therefore, be open to scholarly approaches to midrash. When I approached the
schools I asked for a class of co-educational 10-11 year old students with mixed

Jewish studies achievement levels. I explained that I would need to have access to the
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students for ten lessons. Permission for individual participants was negotiated through
the schools. An example of an informed consent form for participation can be found in

Appendix C.

The class compositions that were assigned to me were as follows: The Israeli class had
14 students, one third girls; The British class had 22 students, half were girls; and the
American class had 16 students, half were girls. The Israeli class had two students with
learning difficulties; whereas the British class had one student with a muscular
handicap. The British class was a complete year six class. The Israeli class were
members of the year five class (British year six equivalent) who volunteered to join the
midrash class. The American class was an enrichment class that drew volunteers from

each of the four fifth grade (British year six equivalent) classes.

4.3 The Pre-test/ Post-test Questionnaire

In each intervention individual questionnaires for self completion were administered
before the first lesson of the mini-course (intervention) and after the last lesson. Its
purpose was to test changes in midrash understanding over the course of each
intervention. In designing the questionnaires I applied Nash's suggestion to use
complementary research methods to form a "numbers and narratives" research

methodology (2002).

The questionnaire, which was the main measuring instrument of the study, was
designed with the aid of focus group discussions that were conducted with three
groups of ten to eleven year olds. The discussions were centred on the midrash
knowledge categories that became the focus of this study. This process provided base-
line knowledge levels for midrash in this age group. It also became a preliminary
forum for identifying issues in midrash that were a source of confusion and anxiety for

young students. The questionnaire was first used in my IFS.

The questionnaire begins by collecting biographical data on the educational
background of the student. Further background is provided by multiple choice and
attitude scale type questions that require the student to reflect on his/ her efforts and

interest in Bible classes. These responses provided the researcher with an idea of the
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attitude that the student brought to the midrash intervention. This was to be used for a
qualitative analysis of growth (or lack thereof) in midrash understanding. In the area of
quantitative data, the questionnaire includes tick-box questions related to midrash
knowledge. These are complemented by open-ended questions that also relate to
midrash knowledge. The open-ended midrash questions function as corroborative data
to the tick box questions. Their function is to minimise the possibility that the tick-box
responses are guesses rather than a reflection of an understanding of midrash.
Additionally the open-ended questions are useful, at post-test, in their ability to paint a
clearer picture of the understanding gained during the intervention; for understanding
the learning process. This stems from the rich data contained in self-expressed
answers. Indeed, the post-test questionnaire includes additional open-ended questions

relating to students' impressions of midrash and of the mini-course itself.

The design of the tick-box options took the tender age of the participants into
consideration. My concern was that they might guess at answers if they were to feel
boxed-in by the options. That is why they were offered an additional choice to the
standard agree/ disagree. But the additional sometimes option led to some ambiguity in
response, when a child didn't explain this choice. Fortunately this ambiguity was
mitigated by the fact that there were other, corroborative tick box items. Indeed the
scoring of the tick-box options was quite stringent for some categories in that more
than one tick-box needed to be ticked correctly for the accumulation of a correct score
in the category. This is most predominant in the "seriousness" category which requires
correct ticking of three boxes. Below (figure 1) is a modified questionnaire. It includes
a column for the description of the midrash category to which the tick-box item
belongs. Also the acceptable responses are marked by an x. (There were slight changes
in the language of the tick-box items in the different interventions. These were
instituted to make the items more understandable to the children in each international

context.)

Figure 4.1: Midrash Questionnaire
I. Introduction: Thanks for participating. Your thoughts are important to us. This is not a test.
There are no correct or incorrect answers to these questions. Just say what you think! We hope

you'll find the discussion interesting.
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II. Biography of Student

a) What's your name?

b) How old are you?

c) How long have you been at this school?
d) Do you prefer maths or English? (Circle answer)

e) Would you say that learning in Hebrew is easy/ ok/ difficult ?

III. Let's talk about your Chumash lessons.

Chumash class

Is interesting N

a) Do you think that in Chumash lessons you learn: a great deal / quite a lot/ not much/ very little ?

(circle answer.)

Sometimes

88

b) Do you feel that during Chumash lessons you work: very hard/ the same as in other classes/ less

than in other classes/ not hard at all ? (circle ans.)

Chumash class

¢) Would you say that Chumash class is one of your favourite classes? Yes /no. (circle ans.)

IV. Let's talk a little about Midrash.
a) Are you learning midrash this year? Yes/ No.

b) If'yes,' in which subject?

Sometimes

¢) What subject is most closely connected to midrash?

d) How is it connected to midrash?

e) Have you learned Mishnah or Gemara ? (Talmud) Yes/ No.

f) Do you learn Rashi ? Yes/ No.
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g)’ If so, do you think Rashi quotes midrash? Yes/ No.

If 'yes,' can you think of an example?

h) Can you think of an interesting midrash to tell me about?

1) Do you think there is a difference between Chumash and midrash? Yes/ no.

If 'yes,' what might it be?

V. And now for some questions about Midrash.

a) Does midrash help us in any way? Yes/ no. (circle ans.)

If 'yes,' in what way?

If you were to choose the kind of midrash to learn, which type would you choose?

b) Would you like to learn more midrash in your school ? Yes/ no. (circle answer)

Why?

c) Have you ever learned a strange midrash? Yes/ no. (circle answer)

If 'yes,' can you think of an example?

> This question gathers information on whether the student knows that Rashi quotes midrash. This is

one of the knowledge items that is evaluated. The other categories are all in the tick box questions.



a) Midrash is
deep/complex. It
requires us to think a
lot.

b) Midrash teaches
morals/ mussar

¢) There are stories, or
parts of stories, or
conversations in

midrash

d) Midrash contains
symbolic language or
exaggerated
language

e) It's always easy to
understand midrash
f) Midrash talks
about how people
should behave

g) One should always
interpret midrash
literally

h) Midrash is for little

children
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Sometimes it's true.

I'll explain

disagree

Midrash
Category®

complexity

non-literal

language

seriousness

non-literal

language

® This column has been added here for explanatory purposes. It does not exist on the actual

questionnaire.

90
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i) We can learn from seriousness

i) Midrash is not very

midrash

deep; not much

thought is put into it.

k) Midrash helps us exegetical

learn Torah

) Midrash helps us to
understand Chumash

exegetical

m) There are parables

meshalim (parables)

in midrash

Thank you for participating!

Responses to the additional open-ended questions on the post-test questionnaire were
designed with an eye to understanding the children's impressions of the mini-course.
These could be used to improve the intervention before its next application. I also
hoped that the responses would help me to gain a deeper understanding of the way the
students viewed the midrash texts. These are discussed further in section 4.4.3 below.

Other questionnaire-related issues are discussed in Appendix D.

4.4 Other Methods of Data Collection
4.4.1 The Pre-test Phase

The purpose of the pre-test phase was to attain a base-line measure of the children’s
understanding of midrash. This base-line measure was to be used later, at post-test, to
assess what midrash knowledge had been gained during the intervention for each
student. The basic measuring instrument for this was the questionnaire. But in addition

to these self-completion questionnaires, the study included one-on-one interviews that
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I conducted with a sample of the students. The sample was composed of students with
various achievement levels in Jewish studies (as reported by their Bible teachers). The
purpose of choosing students with differing achievement levels was to ensure that the
measures would reflect knowledge rather than intellect; and that the student sample
would be a fair reflection of the class overall. The aim of these interviews was to
enable students to give fuller responses — in the relative ease of a verbal format- than
they might have done on the written questionnaires. This is in accordance with Quinn's
(1997) assertion that there is a large discrepancy between the strength of what children
can verbalise and their capacity to express the same ideas in writing (p. 124). With
some variation from one intervention to the next the interviews took place in public
areas of the schools such as small halls, the school library or in learning areas that were
multi-functional (such as for lessons or presentations or for consultations). The
interviews lasted about ten minutes each and were audio-taped or video-taped
according to the permissions of each school. The taping enabled me to create
transcripts for later data logging and analysis. The pre-test interview questions
checked basic midrash knowledge — and impressions of -midrash. They are reviewed

in figure 2 below.

Figure 4.2: Pre-Test Student Interview Schedule

1. Tell me what you know about midrash.

2. Try to think of a midrash that you have learned and tell me about it.
3. Is there a difference between Torah and midrash?

4. Where do you think midrash comes from?

5. Do you think that Rashi quotes midrash?

6. Do you think that midrashim are easy to understand?

7. Do you think that midrashim are supposed to be easy to understand?
8. Do you think that midrashim are mainly for little children?

9. Do you think that the language in midrash is clear and straightforward?
10. Did you ever hear of a confusing midrash?

11. What do you think the purpose of midrash is?

I also interviewed the Bible teacher and the headteacher. The headteachers were
interviewed in their offices whereas the teachers were interviewed in their classrooms.
These interviews were designed to get a sense of the way that Biblical interpretation

was viewed in each school; and of the way that the Jewish studies staff thought that it
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should be approached. The interviews also served to verify the assumption of this
study that midrash is not currently being explicitly taught in the primary school. These
interviews lasted up to half an hour. I took notes during these interviews, instead of
taping them, so as to put the staff members at ease. (In one school I had been
specifically asked not to record a staff interview, but was given permission to take
notes.) These interviews were much less structured than the student interviews as I
wanted to afford as much flexibility as possible for the adults involved to tell me about
their approach to Bible teaching. I did not want to colour their responses by using
weighted questions. Thus the interview was structured around the following four

questions:

1. How does this school view the teaching of Bible?

2. How does this school view the teaching of Rashi's commentary?

3. What guidelines are given to teachers for teaching midrash?

4. What guidelines are given to teachers for teaching Rashi's commentary?

The intention in interviewing the Bible teacher as well as the head teacher was to
determine whether classroom pedagogy applied that which the head teacher or head of
Jewish studies described to me in his/ her interview; and if this were not the case, I was

interested to know where the differences lay.

Additionally I reviewed curriculum materials for Bible and I observed a Bible lesson.
Both of these activities were done in order to gather background information on the
way that midrash and/ or Rashi's commentary were being presented to the students in
each context. Whilst observing a Bible class I was also interested in classroom
management. This was because I would be a guest teacher in these classes during the
midrash mini-course and I would need to manage the class in the way to which the

students had become accustomed.
4.4.2 Data Collection During the Intervention
During each intervention the lessons were either tape recorded or videotaped,

depending on the permissions of each school. This enabled me to transcribe the lessons

for data collection. Additional sources of data included the midrash worksheet and
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homework assignments. The midrash worksheet walks the student through the
interpretive process of one midrash text and was completed by the students in class.
The midrash about the modesty of Avram and Saray is the subject of this worksheet.
The idea in designing the worksheet in association with the first midrash unit was to
give the students some time to reflect on the midrashic process in class. In this way
they worked independently with the midrash text, but had the reassurance of the
presence of the teacher for help in areas that were still unclear. Similarly this gave me
a view of their learning in process so that I could ascertain if there were difficulties

with the pace or pedagogy of the intervention.

Figure 4.3: Midrash Worksheet
In-Class Worksheet Midrash Comprehension Student's Name:

1. To which story in the Torah is this midrash connected?

2. What is worrying Avram?

3. What difficulty can be found in the wording of the verse? Please explain.

4. Is it logical to assume that until now Avram did not know that his wife is beautiful?

5. What is the simple explanation that Rashi offers?

6. What does the midrash say about this verse? (look in Rashi)

7. Is this a logical answer to the difficulty in the verse? (and please explain your answer)

8. Does the midrash have a message for us, and if so, what is it?

9. What does the midrash add to our story in the Torah?

10. Circle the correct answer:
Why has the midrash based itself on the words, Beliold now, [pleasel, I know that thou art a fair

woman to look upon:

a) Because this phrase can be connected to Avram and Saray's modesty.

b) Because it is easy for us to remember a message of modesty from Avram and Sarai.
¢) Both of the above
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Homework assignments consisted of four or five questions on each midrash text.
These were assigned after each midrash text was taught. Their purpose was to find out
whether the students had grasped the main ideas and the purpose of each text of the
mini-course. In addition to being used for individual student data logging, the
responses on these assignments were used in the formulation of follow-up quiz and
quiz contest questions. (The quiz and quiz contest were discussed in section 3.2.1

above.)

Accordingly quiz responses and the notes in my teaching journal rounded out the data
that was collected during each intervention. I entered notes into my teaching journal
after each class that I taught. They would begin with a summary of the material
covered, and would move on to questions that were raised by the students and
directions of discussion that were particular to that class. In this way I was seeking to
understand how each educational context was bearing upon textual comprehension and
midrashic understanding. I also noted interesting comments that were made by
individual students, as well as making notes on textual or theological issues that would
need follow-up in the following lesson. The student comments so noted were to be
used for their midrash knowledge profile as well as to promote further class discussion.
The other notes included questions that would be in the next lesson's quiz and issues
that might need further clarification. I also took down notes that I had made on the
board as a record of the discussions from that class. Of course all of this was
complemented by the video or audio tape from the lesson itself. Additionally the
journal notes were useful in the case where the audio was not clear (or where the

children had temporarily turned off my microphone).

4.4.3 Data Collection at Post-test

After the completion of the mini-course, the post-test questionnaire was administered
to the students in their classroom for individual self completion. The body of this
questionnaire was the same as that of the pre-test. But there were some additions. A
question was added to the beginning of the questionnaire to gauge the students' overall
impression of midrash; and a series of questions was added to the end of the
questionnaire to see what the students' feelings were about the mini-course. The

questions will be reviewed here.




Chapter Four: Methodology 96

As you learn a Midrash from Rashi's commentary, or from your teacher,

which of the following thoughts go through your mind? (You can circle more than one)

a) I wonder what the message of this Midrash is going to be.

b) 1t may be difficult to understand this Midrash.

¢) It will be interesting to find out how the Midrash explains the Torah.

d) I think that Midrash commentaries are just for little children.

e¢) Maybe this Midrash will solve a problem in the Chumash.

) Maybe there will be symbolism in this Midrash

g) I hope the teacher will explain this Midrash clearly.

h) Maybe the Midrash will make the story in the Chumash more interesting. (First page,
post-test questionnaire)

The overall-impressions question was designed to gain an understanding of how
midrash understanding had been internalised by the students. Moreover it was hoped
that the responses would shed light on the way in which the students had come to
terms with this difficult subject matter. For example a student who would pick b) and
g) only would be taking away an impression of midrash as of difficult subject matter.
Whereas those who would focus on a), ¢) and e) would have gotten beyond the feeling

that midrash is simply difficult and had begun to see its value as interpretation.

The extra questions at the end of the questionnaire read as follows,

In Conclusion

e What is the hardest part of learning midrash?

¢ In what way is midrash useful to us?

e  What was the most interesting part of the midrash series?

®  What was the least interesting?

o  What did you learn for the first time during this
series?
‘Which lesson in the series was the most enjoyable?

e Were some of the topics in the series too difficult? Yes/no
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e If so, which topic was too difficult?

(Liast page, post-test questionnaire)

These questions were useful to corroborate the extra first page questions, but they were

also useful for evaluating how the mini-course was received.

I also conducted follow-up student interviews with the students from the pre-test
interview sample. Data from these interviews was used for the individual midrash
knowledge profiles of the students, but it was also used for a pre-test to post-test
comparison of midrash understanding of a sample of the students. The questions were
slightly different at post-test. They were aimed to elicit rich qualitative data about what
the students had understood about midrash from the mini-course. They are enumerated

below.

Figure 4.4: Post-test student interview schedule
* Does the midrash make the story in the Torah different for us?

1. 'What is the hardest part about learning midrash?

2. Can you tell me the difference between Chumash/Torah and midrash?
3.  Does Rashi quote midrash?

4. Do you think that midrash is meant for litfle kids?

5. Why?

6. Why do you think we learn midrash?

7. Does midrash ever carry a moral message?

8. If so, how does it do this?

9. Is midrash supposed to be simple to understand?

10. Why?

11. Did any of the midrashim in the series use symbolic language?
12. Which?

13. How does symbolic language help?
14. Might it confuse us?
15. How does a midrash connect itself to the verse that it interprets?

16. Can you think of a midrash that is complex? that explains more than 1 thing about a
verse in the Torah?

4.5 Methods of Data Analysis

Data analysis for each intervention began with scoring the tick box items of the
questionnaire. The items, mentioned above, tested the students' understandings of the
aspects of midrash that were the focus of the mini-course. Accordingly pre-test to post-

test comparisons were made for each student.
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Additionally a log of student responses, a midrash knowledge profile, was compiled
for each student for qualitative data analysis that would provide corroborative data to
the tick-box data. Moreover, this data would be used to understand how the children
were making sense of the midrashic process. One of the aims of the design experiment
is to learn about how students make sense of subject matter. Thus I set up the midrash
knowledge profile so that I could read the students reflections on midrash in their own
words. I logged data for each child according to the midrash knowledge found in the
short answer questions of the questionnaires as well as the other data sources
mentioned in section 4.4.2 and 4.4.3. The data was classified into the same midrash
knowledge categories that were the basis of the investigation. Thus if a student
mentioned in class, or in a student interview that, "midrash explains the verse in the
Torah," for example, this statement would be logged in her midrash knowledge profile
in the 'exegetical' category. Accordingly a bank of data was assembled for each student
that profiled what the student had learned in each midrash category; in his/ her own
words. It also detailed the source of each student quote, whether it came from a class
transcript, a homework response, a quiz response and so on. This will be discussed

further in the findings chapter.

5.0 Limitations of the Study

Clearly the scope of the research was limited, but this three continent model, with one
school per continent, was the best that one researcher could do alone. It was felt that in
keeping with the International EdD framework there would be much to be learned
through this international model vis a vis Jewish Bible education in disparate
geographical learning contexts. A further limitation was the relatively short duration of
each intervention. The framework of ten lessons was slightly constrained from a
researcher's point of view, but the participating schools would not allow a disruption of
their regular classes for longer than this period. An additional limitation was that two
of the classes had less than twenty participating students. However, the advantage of a
relatively small class size was that there was more interaction between the teacher and
each participant. Additionally it made the chances that a participant would 'tune-out' of

the lesson smaller than would be typical in a large class. Finally there was the potential
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for the Hawthorne effect since the researcher was conducting the interventions. It was
hoped that the thorough gathering of data together with its analysis would compensate
for this potential problem, in the sense that knowledge gained would need to be

reflected in the data, not just in the teacher or the students’ enthusiasm.

6.0 Ethical Considerations

When the research was being designed consideration was given to the potential for
causing disadvantage or inconvenience to the students or the staff at the participating
schools. A primary ethical consideration was the issues of informed consent. There
was concern that students would feel coerced to participate. Certainly in an ideal world
each participant would make an independent decision to willingly co-operate at the
outset of the research project. But in practice it was the heads of the schools who
undertook the seeking of permissions through the parents of the ten to eleven year old
participants. It would have been inappropriate for me to challenge the schools on this.
Informed consent was thus negotiated through the guardianship of the schools for each
study (BERA p.7). Additionally in keeping with ethical guidelines parents received
follow-up reports after the completion of the studies, as did the schools (BERA, p.10).

It is important to note that parental permission was sought. Indeed I was involved in
drafting the permission request letters that were sent out by the schools (see Appendix
C for a sample letter). Thus in the British school, in accordance with the decision of
the head of Jewish Studies and parental co-operation, all the students in the year six
class were required to participate in the midrash mini-course. But the lack of
independent agreement from the participants themselves was mitigated by the fact that
the students were learning midrash, Biblical interpretation, in their scheduled Bible
class period. This did not amount to a significant deviation from their regular Bible
studies. (Moreover individual consent was obtained, as in the other interventions, for

students' participation before each student interview was undertaken.)

The situation in the other two schools was quite different because there students did
pull out of the study. In the American class there were two students who asked to pull
out of the midrash lessons (in front of their classmates). This was after individual

permission slips were signed by their parents for their participation, supposedly with
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the agreement of the children. Nevertheless these students were permitted to drop out,
with the agreement of their head teacher; thus reflecting un-coerced participation by

those who did participate in the mini-course.

In the Israeli school the head teacher came to the class to ask which students wanted to
participate in the midrash mini-course, after the children had participated in a couple of
'trial’ lessons. (For them it was a trial, for me it was the beginning of the mini-course.)
From that point onward those children who had chosen to opt out of the mini-course
were taken by their regular class teacher to a different classroom for extra Hebrew

comprehension time during subsequent midrash lessons.

There was concern for the difficulties that might be caused by pulling students out of
their regular classes; for disrupting the regular teaching day and for feelings of
exclusion for those students who were not participating. The first two interventions
involved my teaching in the regular class, so no student was pulled out of class in
order to participate. In the third study it was the staff that decided on this format.
Indeed that school offered specialty/ enrichment lessons in other subjects for which
students were regularly pulled out of class as well. Therefore the students were
accustomed to a situation where some of their classmates were in a different learning
area from the rest of the class. In this latter case, the school already had procedures for
dealing with issues of perceived exclusion that arose from enrichment classes.
Therefore for midrash lessons, too, these issues were mediated by the head of the
Jewish Studies department together with the Bible teachers (see BERA, p.8).
Disruptions to the regular teachers were minimised in accordance with their
requirements and requests in the negotiated access discussions. For example in all the
interventions the midrash lessons did not take place at the same time every day, but
were assigned times by the class teachers that would suit the rest of the teaching
schedule. T was uncomfortable with the time allocated to me in one of the schools as it
turned out that my mini-course was taking place in a geography time slot.

Unfortunately I was unable to negotiate for the use of the Bible period of that class.

An additional ethical concern, the confidentiality of the students, was maintained in all

of the interventions. Identification of students has been anonymous in all reports of the
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study, (BERA p. 8) thus "reducing the sense of intrusion" (BERA, p.7) for the student.
This extends to video recordings of the classes which are considered confidential and
will not be visually presented. They were taken for the creation of lesson transcripts

only.
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Chapter Five: Findings

In this chapter questionnaire data as well as supplementary data will be presented. The
data review will start with a presentation of the quantitative questionnaire data and it
will continue with an overview of the supplementary data. This, in turn, will be
followed by the story of the midrash mini-course as it took place in one school. Since a
primary area of this investigation has been to determine whether children can make
sense of sacred texts I thought that it would be meaningful to present qualitative data
in the form of this narrative which depicts the way that children engaged with midrash
texts. Thus the emphasis is placed on telling this story in the words of the children. The
reader can see from the words of the students how they approached the midrash texts;
how their thinking was shaped by the ideas in these texts; and how they grappled with
their content. In this way the development of their midrashic understanding is

articulated by the students themselves.

1.0 Questionnaire Data Overview

The purpose of this three part study has been to design and then to test the efficacy of a
midrash teaching strategy for the explicit teaching of midrash in the primary school. In
order to measure the success of each intervention, a midrash knowledge questionnaire
was designed for pre-test and post-test administration. Categories of midrash
knowledge for which each student was tested were the following: an awareness that
midrash is exegetical; that it is moralistic; that it is complex; that it is serious; that it
contains non-literal or symbolic language; that it contains narratives; that it contains
parables; and that Rashi quotes midrash. The questionnaire contained tick-box items
that related to the first seven categories just mentioned. Additionally one short answer
(yes/ no) question asked the respondent whether Rashi quotes midrash. The

questionnaire is discussed in detail in chapter four, section 4.3.
1.1 Questionnaire Results Overall

Each participating class demonstrated growth in midrash knowledge within a scope of

32-38%. The improvement across all interventions is demonstrated in figures 5.1 and

5.2 below.
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All Students' Improvement

pre
@ post

correct scores

Figure 5.1 is a reflection of the actual number of participants who were aware of the
various characteristics of midrash, both at pre-test and at post-test. This has been

termed, scores in the caption for the figure.

Overall Improvement by Category

Figure 5.1 Midrash knowledge scores for all students

Figure 5.2 Amount of improvement in midrash knowledge for all students
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Figure 5.2 demonstrates the amount of improvement seen across the study for each
midrash knowledge category. Accordingly the category that saw the highest rate of
improvement is that of symbolic or non-literal meanings. This is a reflection of the fact
that before the intervention many of the students were not aware of the fact that
midrash texts are not to be read at face value, or literally. Similarly about half of the
children were not aware that Rashi quotes midrash despite the fact that Rashi's
commentary is the most familiar to them. This fact was understood well by most
participants at post-test. Midrash complexity was another category that saw substantial

improvement.

Improvement by Gender

boys
@ girls

correct scores

FxegeticaMoralistic|Complex| Serious Symbolic|Narrativel Parable

Quotes

midrash

Figure 5.3 Midrash knowledge scores for all students according to gender

The gender chart, figure 5.3, shows that although the boys started with higher midrash
knowledge in 5 of the 8 categories, they fell behind the girls who were ahead of the
boys in 7 of the 8 categories at post-test. (In the eighth category, the midrashic parable,

the boys and girls were even at post-test.)

In summary, the average rate of improvement — from pre-test to post-test — as tabulated
by midrash category was 37%. The lowest scores at post-test were in the same

categories as the lowest scores at pre-test, namely the symbolic and complex
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categories. While improvement in scores in both of these categories was above average
(49% and 42% respectively), they still remained at the bottom of the post-test scores

for individual midrash category.

1.2 Questionnaire Results: The Israeli Intervention

Title | E M C Se Sy N P R
pre | post | pre | post|pre | post|pre | post|pre |post|pre | post|pre |post|pre | post

Total 4 12| 55 8 0 7 3 8 1 4 5 9 4 8 2 13
Diff. 0.61 0.2 7 0.39 0.23 0.31 0.31 0.85

Table 5.1: Israeli Intervention pre-test / post-test table of class midrash knowledge scores

Title=name of midrash category

E=exegetical; M=moralistic; C=complex; Se=serious; Sy=symbolic; N=narrative; P=parable; R=Rashi

quotes midrash.

Total refers to the total number of students who scored correctly in this category.

Diff=difference between pre-test Total and post-test Total

Number of participants: 13

Pre-test score Post-test score | change

Class Average |2 5 38

Table 5.2: Average Student progress across all eight midrash categories

Although there was improvement in all midrash categories, it can be seen from this

table that this class had the most difficulty with non-literal meanings in midrash. This

was only understood by 4 students at post-test. Nevertheless, the average student score

for midrash knowledge improved from 2 out of 8 to 5 out of 8. This is a significant

improvement of 38% in theoretical knowledge about midrash.

1.3 Questionnaire Results: The British Intervention
Title | E M C Se Sy N P R
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pre post | pre | post | pre |post|pre | post|pre |post|pre | post|pre |post|pre | post

Total 16 17 13 | 20.5 10 15 15 21 4 18 16 22 1" 19 11 22
Diff. 0.04 0.34 0.23 0.27 0.63 0.27 0.36 0.5

Table 5.3: British Intervention pre-test / post-test table of class midrash knowledge

Title=name of midrash category

E=exegetical; M=moralistic; C=complex; Se=serious; Sy=symbolic; N=narrative; P=parable; R=Rashi

quotes midrash.

Total refers to the total number of students who scored correctly in this category.

Diff=difference between pre-test Total and post-test Total

Number of participants: 22

Pre-test score Post-test score Change

Class Average 4.4 7.0 32

Table 5.4: Average Student progress across all eight midrash categories

The quantitative indicators demonstrate that all of the participants' midrash knowledge

increased. At pre-test the average number of midrash categories of which the students

were aware was 4.4 out of the 8 categories taught. This average score improved by

post-test to 7 which constitutes a 32% improvement in midrash knowledge. Although

there was improvement in all categories of midrash knowledge, this table demonstrates

that this class had particular difficulty with the complexity of midrash. It is significant,

though, that 45% of the participants achieved full marks at post-test.

1.4 Questionnaire Results: The American Intervention
Title M C Se Sy N P R

pre post | pre | post | pre | post | pre | post | pre | post | pre | post | pre | post | pre | post

Total 14 15 6| 14.5 7 15 6 15 6 15 15 16 7 15 14 14
Diff. 0.06 ~ 1 0.53 0.5 0.56 0.56 0.06 0.5 0
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Table 5.5: American Intervention pre-test / post-test table of class midrash knowledge
Title=name of midrash category

E=exegetical; M=moralistic; C=complex; Se=serious; Sy=symbolic; N=narrative; P=parable; R=Rashi
quotes midrash.

Total refers to the total number of students who scored correctly in this category.

Diff=difference between pre-test Total and post-test Total

Number of participants: 16

Pre-test score Post-test score | Change

Class Average | 4.7 715 35

Table 5.6: Average Student progress across all eight midrash categories

At post-test these students achieved relatively high scores in all midrash categories,
with the lowest per category score of 14 out of 16, or 88%, at post-test in the 'Rashi,’
category. Additionally at post-test 3/4 of the participants attained full marks on the
questionnaire. Similarly almost every student improved upon his/ her pre-test score.
The one boy who remained at his pre-test score (G.M.) provided qualitative reasoning
for his choice of tick-box when he knew he was choosing a different box from that
which was expected of him. This will be discussed below. In summary the average
score for midrash knowledge went from 4.7 at pre-test to 7.5 at post-test. This

constitutes a 35% improvement.

Corroboration of the Questionnaire

The questionnaire data was corroborated by students’ responses on the midrash
worksheet, homework assignments, quizzes, student interviews and class comments.
These were logged in each student's midrash knowledge profile. The reader will recall
that the midrash knowledge profile was organised according to the same categories of
midrash knowledge for which the student was being assessed. (More details on this can
be found in chapter four, section 4.5. Additionally one student's profile can be found in

Appendix H.) Thus if a student presented corroborative data for each midrash category
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for which he scored a point on his post-test questionnaire, his corroboration rate would
be 100%. But if, for example, a student scored 8/8 on the post-test questionnaire, but
only demonstrated corroborative data in his/ her profile for four of these categories,
his/ her corroboration rate would be 50%. In fact there were some cases where no
corroboration of midrash knowledge- as demonstrated on the post-test questionnaire-
was available for a particular student in a particular midrash category. Thus the overall
rate of corroboration (on average for all 51 participants) across the study was 89%. It
is possible that the uncorroborated questionnaire responses were lucky guesses on the
part of some students. On the other hand, it is also possible that a student had
understood the midrash characteristic that was the subject of a particular questionnaire
item, but had not participated in class discussions or had been absent when quizzes
were administered or when homework was assigned - therefore leaving his/ her
midrash knowledge profile incomplete for data corroboration in this area of midrash.
(A unique case where corroboration was incomplete was a boy with mild cerebral
palsy who was exempt from most of the written homework assignments.) In general
the internal corroborative mechanism of the questionnaire itself — together with the
stringent scoring regime for the tick-boxes - limited the chances of lucky guessing.

(See chapter four, section 4.3 for tick-box scoring.)

2.0 Other Data Collected

The tick-box data from the questionnaires provide the reader with a partial view of the
knowledge gained by the participating students. The full picture includes the narrative
of the children's learning from inside the intervention. This emerges from the
supplementary data. Thus in addition to corroborating the quantitative data, the
supplementary data enrich and complement the data provided by the tick-box
responses. For instance one factor that led to some of the low questionnaire scores
related to students' struggles to understand the abstract language of some of the
questionnaire items. This was most pronounced in the first intervention which included

some children ‘with learning difficulties.

This is exemplified by D.S. whose struggle with some of the language became

apparent at post-test. Several of the items that he had ticked incorrectly, in the tick-
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boxes, he answered correctly, verbally, during his interview. Here are some examples

of learning that was not conveyed by the tick-boxes:

Midrash Student Quote
category
exegetical We learn to differentiate between the Torah and its interpretation ..

[that] answers the questions that we have about the Torah.

Non-literal They lose the whole thing. [This was his comment about those who
language interpret non-literal language, literally.]
Complexity Midrash is deep. It requires a lot of thought.

Table 5.7 Sample of supplementary midrash data

The sources of qualitative data, above, contradict his low score (1) on the post-test
questionnaire. A similar problem was encountered with his classmate, E.H. At post-
test he ticked almost one third of the questionnaire statements as, 'l don't know.' When
pressed for clarification at the post-test interview, he demonstrated that 3 categories
which he had left as 'T don't know' were, in fact, areas of midrash that he had

understood.

Similarly, the qualitative data from the American intervention enriched the data picture
overall. For example, G.M. made the following comment to me before I began the
mini-course: "No offence, but I don't like midrash." In fact at post-test G.M.'s score of
midrash knowledge was not improved. It was through an analysis of his post-test
questionnaire and his post-test interview data that [ managed to piece together an

explanation for his lack of improvement.

Accordingly in his post-test questionnaire he defined midrash as, "helping us
understand Chumash better." This response would have scored a point for him in the
exegetical category had he responded in kind in the tick-boxes. But in the item,
Midrash helps us to understand Torah, he ticked, I don't know. Therefore to fill out the

picture I reviewed his post-test interview. When he was asked at that time, "Why do
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you think we learn midrash?" he answered, "To help understand better. It's the rabbis'
excuse to teach us." Excuse, here, seems to imply that while he did not want to accept
that midrash is exegetical, he understood that that is what the mini-course had been
teaching. This conclusion is supported by another interview response of his. When
asked, "What is the hardest part about learning midrash?" he answered,
"Understanding it and agreeing with it." In this way the qualitative data fleshes out the

thinking that took place during the intervention.

2.1 Complementary Data on the Questionnaire

The short-answer questions, in addition to their primary function as internal
corroboration for the tick-box responses, elicited rich data relating to the students'
understanding of midrash. These understandings demonstrated understanding beyond

rote learning, or lucky tick-box guessing.

For example in response to,
If you were to choose the kind of midrash to learn, which type would you choose?

one of the Israeli boys suggested, "a hard one.”

Similarly, in response to, Were some of the topics in the series too difficult? Yes/no, one of
the British girls suggested, "They were good challenges." Both of these examples
showed an interest in understanding the midrashic process. They also showed that
most of the students did not shy away from engaging with midrashic concepts. For
example in response to, Can you think of an interesting midrash to tell me about? the
following was offered by her classmate, "The one which compares Avraham to a flag
on a ship because he has faith and is our leader and we look up to him like a flag." This
response includes her analysis of the metaphor used by the midrash which was not
easy for the students to grasp. Her formulation of the meaning of the metaphor reflects
an understanding that is beyond rote learning or lucky guessing. Indeed here, at post-
test, she cites this example as one that was interesting to her. A third girl offered a
different example in answer to the same question. She replied, "When Cain kills Abel.
He talks to Hashem and Hashem asked did you kill him he says no, but his hands were
dirty." This student had internalised the parable in the midrash to the extent that she
mentioned that Cain's hands were dirty, which is a suggestion made by the midrash but

not by Scripture. This was her way of saying that Cain's guilt was obvious, which was
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the message of the midrash. This is a far richer response than a simple tick in a box

which suggests agreement to the statement, "there are parables in midrash."

In some cases the repetitive nature of these questions elicited nuanced understandings
of midrash that might not have been seen otherwise. This phenomenon was most

striking in the British intervention.

For example one of the girls gave nuanced responses to similar questions in the

following way:

Q: Does the midrash help us in any way?

A: It helps us understand the Torah.

Q: Why would you like to learn midrash in your school?

A: Because it explains difficult verses in the Torah.

With her second response she elaborated on her first response, namely, on the way that
midrash helps one understand Torah. Similarly, the repetitive format cajoled answers
out of a weak student who left most of section iv blank, ignoring questions like the one
that asked for a definition of midrash. But he relented and filled in one short answer in
section v. Thus to the question, Does midrash help us in any way? He answered, "It
helps us understand the Torah." This latter response demonstrated that he had
understood the relationship between Torah and midrash that had been alluded to in an

earlier question; one that he had neglected to answer.

2.2 Supplementary Data Sources: The Midrash Worksheet, Homework, Class

Comments and Student Interviews

For each participating class qualitative data was entered into each student's midrash
knowledge profile. This was a log of the individual student's midrash knowledge as it
was reflected in her worksheet, homework, quizzes, class comments, interviews and
questionnaires. These logs were organised according to midrash knowledge categories.

Accordingly they provided a snapshot, as it were, of the student's midrash
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understandings as formulated by the student herself. An example of such a log can be
found in Appendix H. The learning trends that emerged from these profiles were
positive overall. Although some students learned more than others, there was evidence
of improvement in midrash knowledge for each participant. This should not be a big
surprise when one considers that these children had not previously been exposed to a
systematic way for understanding midrash. In terms of midrash categories, most logs
had the most data in the area of the narratives. This could be because most children
were aware, before the intervention, that midrash contains narratives. Indeed, this was
the only aspect of midrash that was known by almost all students at pre-test.
Conversely the categories of seriousness and of complexity were the most difficult for
the students to comprehend, and therefore to articulate, overall. The category most

quickly comprehended was that of the midrashic parable.

2.2.1 The Midrash Worksheet

The midrash worksheet was done in class after the discussions on the first midrash had
been drawn to a close. (For a description of the midrash text see chapter 2, section
4.2.2). It was designed to walk the student through the process of analysing a midrash
text. The average score in each class was over 80%. This is remarkable for students
who had not been previously exposed to the midrashic process. This discussion will
follow the key questions of the midrash worksheet while presenting some of the

American children's responses to each question.

All of the participants understood that the use of the word, behold, is troubling to the
rabbis.

(1) What is strange about Avram'’s statement, Behold | know that you are a

pretty woman?

T.B.: Avram says behold you are pretty not, "you are pretty.” Did he just

notice she was pretty? She is his wife!
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Similarly in answer to a later question on the worksheet one of the girls pointed out the

lexical peculiarity that is an invitation to commentary,

It says a strange word that doesn’t really make sense, so it will need

explaining. (H.W.).

Similarly, the interpretive process was outlined by her classmate,

[1Behold my wife is pretty []. He just discovered that she is pretty therefore
he never looked at her. (T.B.)

All but one of the American students managed to identify the two distinct
interpretations presented by Rashi (straightforward and midrashic). This was a higher

comprehension rate than was demonstrated in other classes.

Sh.B.: He says he never [k]new he[r] beauty would be a problem.

This response described the straightforward interpretation. The following response

articulates the midrashic interpretation.

Y.B.: That Abraham and Sarah were so modest that they didn't look at each

other.

(7) How does the verse allow itself to be explained by this midrash?

The students needed some scaffolding in order to understand what was being asked
here. I elaborated upon this question, orally, by asking the students to reflect on the
way that the language of the verse lent itself to the midrashic interpretation.

A.K.: That you are a beautiful woman. Beauty comes with modesty.

As A K. mentioned in class, the verse discusses the fact that Saray is pretty. Thus it has

introduced a topic that is related to modesty. Indeed, this student elaborated on this
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idea earlier in her worksheet regarding the lack of 'fit' between this interpretation and

the plain meaning of the story.

A.K.: (6) No, it does not [fit]. But the rabbis chose this opp[o]rtunity to teach

about modesty.

This issue was probed a little further,

(9) Why does the midrash choose to link this message to our story?

T.B.: Avram and Saray are our role models and we want to be like them -

modest.

T.F.: To show that midrashim don't just float anywhere, and that this is a
story of beauty.

T.F.'s comment reflects the linkage between midrash and Scripture. He applies this to
the text with his explanation that modesty can be related to a story of beauty, and with

his assertion that midrashim are grounded in Scripture. They, "don't just float."

2.2.2 Quizzes and Homework

In addition to all the correct responses, throughout the study, there were many errors in
the quizzes and homework assignments. The different errors from each class enabled
me to understand the areas of a particular midrash text, and of the midrashic process,
that needed further explanation in subsequent lessons for a particular mini-course.
Accordingly quiz (and homework) questions were repeated in subsequent quizzes until
most of the class answered correctly. Responses were always reviewed, orally, in the
following lesson, so that students could engage with and internalise the material if they
had not understood it when undertaking the homework or the quiz. Thus homework
and quiz responses were used as feedback for planning the pace of teaching in each

mini-course as well as to iteratively reinforce new midrash knowledge.
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Children commonly had trouble giving up the idea that midrash is »ot for little
children. This was true for higher achievers as well as for lower achievers. Thus this
concept was revisited in the quizzes. One quiz question asked, "Is midrash meant for
little children?" One Israeli boy remarked on the first quiz, "Midrash is for serious
people but they can also be little children. ” But on the follow-up quiz, in answering the
same question, he amended his response to, "It is for serious people." The latter

response showed growth in understanding.

Moreover quiz responses enriched the data as sometimes the students added some
analysis to their responses. For example this Israeli girl, in response to the same quiz

question, explains the seriousness of midrash,

Midrash is for adults, because it makes the [bible] story more difficult [to

understand] and it goes deeper into the story.

Indeed some of the qualitative data was surprising. A case in point is an Israeli girl
who had done poorly on quizzes and had not participated in class but produced the

following incisive homework on the second midrash text:

The Midrash is made up of 2 stories wherein the characters are different, but
the idea is the same, the willingness to sacrifice .. The use of the story helps

us to understand the depth of Avraham’s and Isaac’s sacrifice.

Similarly the class-wide quiz contest that took place during the final lesson of each
intervention was an enjoyable and an interactive way of tying midrash knowledge
together. Moreover it provided qualitative data for the participants' individual data
logs. (A transcript of the American quiz contest can be found in Appendix G.) The
latter point was also true for children's comments that were made during midrash
classes. These were logged from the lesson transcripts and were augmented according
to the notes in my teaching journal. Excerpts from class transcripts are used in the

narrative of the American school later in this chapter (section 3.0).
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2.2.3 Interview Data

Student interviews enabled the students to present their midrash knowledge in their
own words — thereby enriching the data for the intervention. This was especially
significant in the first intervention where there were students who had difficulties with
written work. Additionally the interviews provided an opportunity for deeper
discussions of midrash concepts. One example is the interview question that asks the
student whether the midrash makes the Bible story look different. This question might
have been too abstract for the written questionnaire, but could be discussed with some
elaboration for each interview subject. Thus the interviews had the potential for

eliciting deeper understandings.

The interviews also produced surprising data at times. For example one student who
had been characterised as an average achiever by his Bible teacher surprised me when
he suggested that the modesty of the patriarchs was being taught in the midrash as a
model for the reader, to emulate to the point of, 'above and beyond' the call of duty.
This understanding went beyond the class explanation that the rabbis exaggeratedly
portrayed the patriarchs as models of modest behaviour. Another student described the
midrashic vantage point as one that looks deeply into the Bible story. These comments
were meaningful as they came from students who had been previously trained to read
for plain-meaning only. Similarly one of the girls suggested to me that the midrash,
'changes your thoughts about what the Torah is saying, and it makes you think more.'
Additionally one of the boys was able to describe the complexity that underlay the

simple midrashic narratives associated with the story of the Sacrifice of Isaac,

The akeidah really gets real. Like, there’s a problem with the akeidah .. and
you just look at a conversation like its nothing. But then you realise that you

need to have devotion to really sacrifice yourself or your son.

Similarly the interview enabled one girl, (L.S.) to share with me how she had grappled
with the symbolism in midrash. She remarked that she had felt that the midrash with
the flag did not, at first, make sense. But she said that she understood, later, that it was

about Abraham's greatness in his faith in God.
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The students' comments about midrash thus reflected how they had progressed beyond

rote learning to assimilate their new understandings of midrash.

3.0 The Story of a School

The American school is the subject of the school narrative. The head of Jewish studies
framed the midrash mini-course as an enrichment class’. He targeted students with an
interest in Bible class for participation in the intervention. Parents were requested to
sign permission slips. Participation was voluntary and was open to students of mixed

Jewish studies achievement levels.

The classroom context for this intervention presented some challenges. Because the
class was made up of students from various year six classes, these students had to be
brought together from their normal class activities at the start of each midrash lesson.
On some days I was able to gather them from their classes and to bring them to the
midrash learning area; on others they made their way on their own. The result was that
some settling down time was needed at the beginning of each class; and that quizzes
were not undertaken by children who arrived too late to a midrash class. These
problems were somewhat ameliorated by the fact that the students in this class were
eager to learn and so they put extra effort into understanding the classes. An additional
problem related to the 'extra-curricular’ nature of the lesson which persuaded some of
the children that the lessons were not compulsory. This, coupled with the fact that I

was not a regular member of the teaching staff, proved problematic: Two girls dropped

7 One of the veteran Bible teachers described the enrichment classes in a letter dated 19 July, 2005:
"The enrichment classes are usually classes that meet once or twice a week; only some students from the

[regular] class are taken out to go to it; the material is presented in a different format.. It is another way

to .. expose the children to something a bit different [educationally..]"
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out of the intervention early on®, and one boy almost dropped out toward the end
because he had been punished. Aside from these difficulties the intervention proceeded
as planned. The story of the intervention will be recounted through the midrash

teaching units.

3.1 Introducing the Students to Midrash

The two purposes of midrash that are the focus of the mini-course are its exegetical
and ethical functions. (The ethical function of midrash will be explained with the first
midrash teaching unit below.) At the beginning of the mini-course the exegetical
function of midrash was explained to the students in terms of its role as interpretation.
Foremost the children learned that an interpretation is connected to that which it
interprets. While this may seem obvious to an adult, a child is still being introduced to
the concept of interpretation. Moreover, since some children had been exposed to
midrash without learning about its nature, they may not have been aware of the fact
that midrash is connected to Scripture. Thus during the first lesson, [ used a hook and a
scarf as a teaching aid to demonstrate the connection between midrash and Scripture.
The children were asked to explain the nature of these objects in relation to the lesson's
topic. The pedagogical motivation for challenging the students in this way was
twofold: On the simplest level, its purpose was to keep the students actively engaged
in the lesson. This is because the students were invited to play a kind of mind-game;
and because they were evaluating objects (the hook and the scarf) at the same time as
they were reviewing new knowledge about midrash. The other part of the motivation
was to encourage the students to think about the activity of interpretation whilst
reviewing their knowledge of midrash. Thus the objects were akin to signposts that
reminded the students of the function of midrash. It was hoped that this kind of
reflective activity would help the students to internalise an understanding of the
interpretive function of midrash. It was also hoped that this would help the students to

understand that a midrashic message that is linked through commentary to the Bible

8 They were not numbered among the participants for data collection.
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story is likely to endure in Jewish tradition. This aspect is demonstrated by the scarf

which gets mislaid when there is no hook upon which it can be hung.

In the introductory lesson the children also learned that in addition to the interpretation
of Scripture, midrash teaches religious lessons such as appropriate behaviour. It
seemed, from the pre-test scores and from the first quiz, that these students were
already familiar with the function of midrash as commentary, but were not familiar

with the moral or religious aspect of midrash.

Indeed this class displayed a high level of interest in Bible as well as a high level of
base-line knowledge of midrash as exegesis.” These factors enabled me to place more
emphasis on the lexical connections between Scripture and midrash in this intervention
than had been possible in the previous interventions. Some of these were illustrated on

their worksheets (section 2.2), others will be pointed out below.

3.2 UnitI: Religious Morals in Midrash

The first midrash unit, in addition to its focus on the midrashic process, focuses on the
religious message that the rabbis put forward about the modesty of Avram and Saray
(who the Bible names, later, Abraham and Sarah). The midrash text that is the basis of

this unit is described in chapter two, section 4.2.2.

The foundations of midrashic understanding were built in this unit through
understanding the provocation for the midrash and through understanding the way in
which midrashic commentary is a departure from the plain meaning of Scripture.
Accordingly the problem-solving approach to midrash that was used in the mini-course
focused the reader on the peculiarity in the text that is the motivation for midrashic

commentary. The midrash comments on the verse,

.. he said to Saray his wife Behold now, [pleasel, I know that thou art a fair woman to look

upon. .. (Genesis 12: 11)

°At pre-test fourteen of the sixteen participants were aware that midrash commentary is exegetical.
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The peculiarity here is the use of behold which seems to imply discovery. The students
first discussed the plain meaning of this verse before moving on to the midrash text.
The students learned that peshat, straightforward interpretation, makes sense to the
reader within the context of the Bible story being read. One of the students suggested
in class, from my description of peshat, that it is, "apparent from the text". This idea
was further developed by looking at other familiar Biblical references with the same
Scriptural key words as those chosen for interpretation by the midrash in our unit. In
this case, the lexical foundation is the word, behold. The leitmotif, here, is one of
discovery. The children enjoyed looking at other cases where behold is used in
Genesis. One example used was when Jacob wakes up the morning after his wedding
and beholds the woman whom he has married is the sister of the woman to whom he
was betrothed. (Genesis 29: 25) They suggested to me that the use of behold reminded
them of the surprise element in a magician's act. The class was then able to understand
the peculiarity in the language of the verse under study. Indeed one of the girls

formulated it this way, later,

Doesn't Avram know already that his own wife is pretty? (A.K., homework)

Once the lexical peculiarity had been identified, Rashi's commentary was read together
with the students. It presents both types of interpretation, peshat and derash. The
divergence of the interpretations is over what is assumed to have been discovered.
Rashi's straightforward interpretation suggests that Avram discovers that his wife's
beauty will be problematic. The midrash that Rashi cites diverges from the plain sense
of the story to talk about modesty. Its interpretation maintains that Avram discovers
that his wife is beautiful- a fact not previously known to him due to their modesty.
Thus the students learn how a lesson in modesty is pegged to an incident in the life of

the biblical forefathers.

This was followed by a discussion on the exaggerated stance of modesty taken by the
rabbis. This was the first encounter with non-literal meanings in midrash for the
students. The students were asked to think about why the rabbis chose to use

exaggeration in their commentary.

One student suggested,
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When we see this exaggeration, we're like, "This is so weird. Is this what we

should look [up] to?" (E.L., lesson transcript).

This student's response is the rather typical one, for children as well as for adults, that
wonders at the implausibility of what should be serious rabbinic interpretation. The
child maintained his focus, however, on the fact that it is Scriptural interpretation when
he asked if the rabbis were serious about valuing extreme modesty, weirdness aside.

Meanwhile his classmate worked toward finding meaning in the weird exaggeration,

If it starts at such a high level, then people have something to look up to. At
such a high level people would say, "Wow they were so modest.”
(G.W.)

Indeed the students' understanding that the language of the midrash was not to be taken

literally was echoed in their quiz responses and in class comments:

A.K.: The midrash says that Avram and Saray did not look at each other at
all. That midrash was not literal, but it was teaching us modesty.. they [the

Bible] were talking about how you dress and how they're [Saray is] pretty..

The response of A.K. includes an explanation for the exaggerated stance in the
midrash. She suggests, as had been mentioned in class, that a message of modesty was

carried in the exaggerated language.

Her responses are also a reflection of the purpose of this discussion: to show the
students the way in which midrashic interpretation fits in its own way to the Bible
story to which it attaches itself. Although the midrash does not explain the plain

meaning, it situates itself within the themes of the story.

Separating derash from peshat: the challenge
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Thus far the discussion has covered what the children managed to understand with
relative ease. Now the discussion will address one of the difficulties encountered in the
mini-course. Actually this difficulty was encountered in every intervention. Although
I presented midrash as an alternate interpretation to the peshat, there were students
who tried to combine the two types of interpretation. This did not work. In this

intervention H.W. gave voice to this dilemma in a homework assignment:

Question: Is it logical to assume that until now Avram did not know that his
wife was beautiful?

Answer: (Well it can be logical because they were so modest that they didn't
look at each other.) But it also wouldn't be logical, because they had to look

at each other at least once. (homework)

The use of brackets in the student quotation, above, may be indicative of this girl's
wish to respect the rabbis' view that the patriarchs were very modest, while she
indicates, outside the parentheses, that the exaggerated position is implausible.

But despite their initial difficulties with understanding the difference between plain
interpretation and the midrashic process, almost all of the children fully comprehended

the message of the midrash by the completion of the unit.

3.3 Unit II: Midrashic narrative

The teaching of this unit will be described in detail. This is because the transcripts
from this unit illustrate important aspects of the midrash learning experience and of the
midrash teaching strategy. The latter include the pedagogy of initiation into analytical
thinking; the exploration of complexities in the text; and the theological questions that

the midrash raises in the mind of its reader.

The midrash text for this unit is made up of two narratives that try to explain the

impetus for the akeidah. One focuses on a dialogue between God and Satan, where
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Satan prods God; the other one focuses on a dialogue between Ishmael and Isaac,

where Ishmael prods Isaac. This midrash text is described in chapter two, section 4.2.2.

The discussion began with an exploration of the motivation for the midrash. The
children were asked, "What were the rabbis asking about the Scriptural text?" In the
other classes, students viewed the rabbis' question in a straightforward way, suggesting
that the rabbis were asking, "What things happened before the akeidah?' The American

students worked collaboratively in an effort to understand the question more deeply,

A.P.: "What are the things that happened.” | think it's explaining what
happened.

T.F.: Why did God decide to test Abraham? What made Him decide to test
Abraham?

A.P.: What was the cause for that. Like, what things?

T.B.: It said, like, After these things, like, God said to [Abraham], "Sacrifice

your son.”

T.F. uncovered the interpretive significance of the rabbi's question. Unlike the previous
classes, the American class was skilled in collaborative thinking. Thus T.F.'s
classmates used his comment to sharpen their understanding of the midrash. Their
collaborative thinking enabled me, at times, to teach at a quicker pace as they needed
less of my scaffolding of meaning — since they were helping each other to find the

meaning of the midrash.
In the case of this midrash, the lesson moved relatively quickly from the interpretive

question to the underlying theological issues.

Teacher: This is a complicated issue. Now what's difficult about [this story ?]

Problematic?
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D.R.: Losing your son.

Teacher: Stronger than that. Stronger.

S.B.: Killing your son.

Teacher: Excellent. We're now getting into the deepest aspect of the story.
The problem of?

G.W.: We don't murder. The whole thing of God is, like, there were people
who were sacrificing their babies .. was that He was a good God ..

Teacher: Molech worship.[child sacrifice] (Class discussions)

This excerpt illustrates the levels of thinking that I encountered throughout the study.
Most students viewed the Bible story as D.R. did, above. They had not been guided to
think about underlying religious and ethical problems since Bible teachers for young
students generally talk about the patriarch's personal challenges when discussing a
Bible story. But when they are guided to do so, young students can also consider the
ethical and religious inconsistencies in the Bible story — as seen here. Moreover, the
children raised these issues on their own: The Bible prohibits murder and child

sacrifice.

The class was given a quiz at the beginning of the following lesson to assess whether
they had understood the complexities of the Bible story. A review of the quizzes
determined that three quarters of the respondents had understood the difficult issues
surrounding the story. The lesson commenced with a review of these issues, which is
in line with the iterative nature of this midrash teaching strategy. During that
discussion it emerged that some of the students were troubled by the suggestion that

there could be a religious problem inherent in a Bible story.

B.C.: And, if God tells you to do something, why can’t you do it?
Teacher: ok. So B is asking ..

G.W.: But it goes against His own nature.

Here G.W. reiterates the point that he had made in the previous discussion. Namely

that God is a good God. Whereas B.C., for his part, suggested that there are occasions
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when Biblical law is violated for specific religious needs. This was followed by a class
discussion on the permissibility of such things. This class was the only one that
challenged my suggestion that an inconsistency in a Bible story is problematic. It was
interesting, and remarkable, to see that they recalled (Jewish) legal precedents for their
assertion that there are times when Biblical laws may be violated. For example, T.B.
brought up the issue of violating the Sabbath in order to save human life. The level of
the discussion was surprisingly advanced and thoughtful for students of this tender
age. While I guided this discussion in the direction of their assertions, I still needed to
answer the inconsistencies that were the basis of the midrash. So I raised the issue

again and received the following response:

T.B.: Yeah it makes sense that God would let us [Abraham] do that. Because
it’s saying God told us to do it and its just like for his [Abraham’s] sake.
Teacher: How is it for his sake?

T.B.: God is testing him, to see if he will actually do it, he tested him; Like
he gave him a lot of tests, for his sake to know, ..

T.F.: For Abraham’s sake, because it’s going to be his nation.

G.W.: To prove that he could be the leader of all of the children of Israel.

Thus in a collaborative way the students arrived at the view that the trial of the akeidah
would prove Abraham's worthiness to lead the Jewish people. T.B.'s mixing up of us
with Abraham is illustrative of the way in which Bible students put themselves in the
place of the patriarchs. This was done by this class more than in others. These students

were always in tune to the possible message of the Bible story for the reader.

The discussion, however, proved too difficult for at least one student. She interrupted
the class to ask, "What's going on?" This call for help led to a reiteration of the
discussion, this time led by one of the students. This latter student then described how

the akeidah changed Abraham's status and even helped God,
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A.K: It [The story of the akeidah] also helps God because when other people
read the Torah that are not Jewish, um, if God made him do this they would
probably think Abraham was a chosen person, he was leading the Jewish

people.

Similarly, Isaac's role in the story was discussed. B.W.'s reading of Isaac's role in the
dialogue was that he was willing to "kill himself" for God. This suggestion is analysed

in further depth in the discussion chapter.

In one student's reflection on Satan's role in the midrashic narrative, he concluded that

the Satan character was necessary, "Because why else would Hashem ask Abraham to

kill" (T F., quiz,).

As the children assimilated the issues raised by this midrash, they began, in a lively
discussion, to voice their doubts about learning midrash. They suggested that midrash
is confusing and that it brings up questions; and that the answer to a question seems to
be more questions! 107 took this as a sign that the students were beginning to grasp the
complex nature of midrash. I explained to the students that this is serious, 'grown-up'
material; and that is why it can seem so confusing. Below is one student's homework

reflecting her understanding of midrashic complexity.
One Student Describes the Complexity of Midrash

Q: What makes this midrash complex?

A: .. it has many layers. There is the basic midrash. What the midrash shows,
why it shows that and it continues. There is a lot to think about.

Q: What makes the midrash add a little story to the beginning of the
akeidah?

' Similarly, G.M., in his post-test interview, declared that the hardest part of midrash is, "agreeing with

it.”
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A: The story helps us understand what could have possibly happened or
persuaded God to do this. It's not really an explanation, it just help us come
to terms with our problem.

Q: Why does the midrash use the strategy of telling a story, or part of a
story, here?

A: .. because it shows how much devotion Abraham and Isaac have for God.
It does not answer our question fully though, but it explains (says) a lot
about Abraham and Isaac.

(A.P., homework)

3.4 Unit III: Symbolism in Midrash

In like manner to the second unit of the mini-course this unit is based on the sacrifice
of [saac story. Additionally this unit builds on the non-literal understandings that were
developed in the first unit. The midrash text upon which this unit is based is described

in chapter two, section 4.2.2.

I'had concluded from reading the pre-test questionnaires that the students had been
taught that one should not take midrash literally. However, while they could tick the
appropriate box to signal that midrash should not always be taken literally, they did not
know what this meant. This was evident in several students' pre-test tick box choices
which showed that they did not know whether there was symbolic or exaggerated
language in midrash.'" This third unit exposed the students to the use of symbolic
language in midrash. In this case the rabbis compare Abraham's rise to greatness to the

flag on the mast of a ship.

Accordingly once the midrash text was read together with the class the class explored

possible meanings for the symbolism used, here, by the rabbis,

" When I suggested that this was the case to the students, none of them disagreed with me.
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Teacher: What might, like a flag on the mast of a ship symbolise here?
G.M.: That Abraham could be a higher authority...

B.W.: The flag symbolises something very important. So does Abraham.

A.P.: We raise the flag.
Teacher: So, we have .. being raised .. put at higher heights.

B.W.: Let’s talk about greatness!

Teacher: With the symbolic language .. being made great, what are we
learning about the akeidah?

E.L.: 'Cos, like, they want to even more show you. It shows how, like,
Abraham is getting greater by doing the akeidah. We always have to do
whatever God asks him to do, even though it's such a terrible thing, he's

doing it (class comments).

The collaborative discussion, with very little teacher input, created a chain of thoughts
that developed into midrashic understanding. This was remarkable for a class with very
little training in the interpretation of symbolic language. Here, one can see the thoughts
moving from notions of height and stature to ideas of religious stature. Moreover the
last comment shows how one student works out the way in which the symbolism of the
flag on the mast drives home the rabbis' message of Abraham's elevation in religious
stature. Additionally, it provides us with a glimpse into the thoughts of the student as

he searches for that extra layer of interpretation: the rabbinic message for the reader.

Later A.P. framed the message of the symbolic language in terms of achievement,
which was a context that was not mentioned in class discussion, but was a discourse

that she built based on previous discussions about the impetus for the akeidah,

.. 'cos we can think about what Abraham has achieved or what Hashem can
help Abraham achieve and how it relates to a flag, and .. that Abraham can
be high .. like, characteristics.

(Post-test interview)
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I was very impressed with the way that she viewed the two midrash texts together in
order to build her own understanding of the interpretive mindset of the rabbis. B.W.'s
comment about greatness, above, was more sophisticated than her individual quiz
response where she suggested that, "Avraham is high up — so is a flag." It's possible
that the collaborative discussion enabled her to sharpen her thoughts about the
metaphor in the midrash so that being high up became, "Let's talk about greatness."
Incidentally it is evident from the video recording of the lesson that she made that
comment very enthusiastically. She seemed pleased with her understanding and eager

to develop it further with her classmates.

Similarly one boy -whose only gap in midrash knowledge at pre-test was his lack of
knowledge regarding non-literal meanings in midrash- made the following comment

about this midrash at post-test:

The only thing | learnt [that was new to me] was .. the one with the flag on

the mast of the ship, so like, that was, like, really fun.

The fact that he characterised this learning as fun is significant when another post-test
comment of his is taken into account. When describing the hardest part about midrash

he said,

The explaining part. When you have to understand, like, | mean, it's really

hard to understand things correctly and stuff. (5.B.)

Please see Appendix E for further illustrations of children's analyses of symbolism in

midrash. (The transcript used there is from the British intervention.)

3.5 UnitIV: Parables in Midrash

The final unit relates to the rabbinic parable. In this case the parable is built around an
instance of non-literal language that is found in Scripture. The midrash, described in
chapter two section 4.1, discusses Scripture's depiction of Cain's guilt for the murder of
Abel. Its focus is the phrase, Your brother’s blood calls out to Me from the ground.

And it formulates its interpretation through the use of a parable. In the parable, a man
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1s caught, with strawberry juice dripping from his hands, in someone else's strawberry

patch.

As was the case in all of the previous interventions (including the IFS) the students
grasped this midrash easily, demonstrating their previous exposure to parables as well
as their understanding of the rabbinic message. The latter point was evident in many of
the students' comments such as, "Cain has blood on his hands;" "His hands are dirty;"
and " He [God] wants to see if he'll [Cain] say, 'Ooh, I killed my brother. I'm so sorry.'
[The video recording showed that this last comment was made in a contrite voice and

with a look of supplication]."”

The children's analysis of the parable extended into their homework assignments.

A.P.'s perception of the parable as exegesis can be found in Appendix F.

Concluding the teaching intervention

Each intervention was concluded with a class-wide quiz contest. The questions for this
contest came from the intervention's quiz and homework assignments. I utilised the
discussion of the answers as a pedagogical opportunity to re-thread the midrash units
together. This was the final stage of the iterative teaching process. This lesson went
particularly well in the American intervention as students were equally interested in
adding to each other's responses as they were in finding out which team would answer
more midrash questions correctly. Their enthusiasm made my teaching experience
enjoyable and created a receptive environment for administering the post-test
questionnaires after the lesson. The transcript of the American quiz contest can be

found in Appendix G.

The quantitative data from the questionnaires reflect improvement in midrash
knowledge throughout the study. The scope of improvement was between 32-38% for
all classes. Overall the rate of improvement was greater for girls than for boys. The
supplementary data reflect midrash understandings as they were formulated by the
students. They thus provide a view for the reader of the way that the students engaged
with the texts and developed their midrash knowledge. Additionally they provide

qualitative data for students who under-performed in their tick-box responses. The
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story of a mini-course, for its part, has highlighted some of the challenges and
successes of the midrash students as they sought meanings in these ancient texts. It has
expanded the reader's view — beyond a numerical accounting of children's midrash
knowledge- to a deeper, qualitative focus on what goes on in the mind of the young

student when he/ she encounters a midrash text.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

This chapter will discuss the data that were presented in the findings chapter. It will
consider the implications of these findings as they relate to the literature surveyed
earlier and will seek answers - in the data - to the research questions which were the
focus of the study. This, in turn, will enable a consideration of the implications of this

study for the teaching of midrash in the primary school.

1.0 General Comments

It is my view that the iterative nature of the teaching strategy was one of the main
factors, along with the systematic approach to reading midrash, that contributed to the
overall improvement of midrash knowledge. Bruner's (1966a) spiral curriculum
emphasises basic themes and meanings that are taught in an iterative process whereby
each teaching iteration deepens the students' understanding. So too, in this study, the
iterative readings and explanations of each midrash text, and the iterative quizzes, gave
the students several opportunities to learn each text. To borrow terminology from
Thompson (1995) one can say that these iterations provided frameworks for
understanding (see p. 7). Moreover, they enabled lower achievers to do well in the
mini-course. This was illustrated in the British intervention by M.B. When one of her
classmates explained the lexical connection for the second midrash, M.B. suddenly
blurted out, "Oh, dibburim!" She was gleefully acknowledging the linguistic basis for
the midrashic commentary. She had missed this point during an earlier iteration of the
midrash. This reminded me of Bruner's assertion (1966c) that both intellectual mastery
and the deepening of earlier understanding are rewarding for the learner (pp. 30, 35).
Thus the lexical connection just mentioned was reviewed collaboratively by the class
during the quiz contest. One of the British boys commented that he enjoyed the quiz
contest because, "I understood it much easilier. .. I understood the questions better — all
over again." His comment highlights the pedagogical function of the quiz contest. The
daily quizzes were similarly helpful. Indeed one Israeli student remarked, casually, to
an 'uninitiated' classmate, "Deena always gives a quiz at the beginning of the lesson.”
Thus the students became accustomed to these quizzes. Their quiz participation

enabled them to become actively involved in the learning process as they knew that
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they would be quizzed in the following lesson about what they were learning in the

current lesson (see Steadman, 1996, in Deroma, Y oung, et al, 2003).

Broadly speaking, both the quantitative and qualitative data demonstrate improvement
in midrash understanding, overall. Improvement in all classes was seen for the girls as
well as for the boys. Overall I could not discern a difference in response according to
gender from a qualitative point of view; namely, from class comments or written work.
But the quantitative data show that overall the girls improved in midrash knowledge

more than the boys did.

There were some peculiarities however in the quantitative data. For example, pre-test
questionnaire scores were remarkably low in the first intervention, with 5 out of 13
students receiving nil scores (on the tick boxes)'2. I used the internal corroboration of
the questionnaire to ensure that these children were not given inaccurate pre-test
scores. The short answer responses for these participants gave evidence to these
students' complete lack of background in the area of midrash. This was seen in
responses such as, "I don't know what midrash is." In fact some of these students were
non-religious students who had had no prior exposure to midrash. Others were students
with very little exposure to midrash. Accordingly it is understandable that they scored

so poorly on their pre-test questionnaires.

Despite this four out of five of these students attained 70% or above on their first
assignment which was the midrash worksheet. This seems to be a testament to the fact
that the midrash teaching strategy assumes no prior knowledge of midrash.
Additionally, these students benefited from their fluency in modern Hebrew which

helped them to understand the ancient Hebrew of the midrashic and Biblical texts.

A further peculiarity that was unique to the first intervention was mentioned earlier;
namely that two of the students seemed to know less about midrash at post-test than
they demonstrated at pre-test - when measured by questionnaire scores. It is therefore

important to point out that the individual biographies of midrash knowledge for each

2 1.B. is excluded from this pre-test discussion as he left his questionnaire blank.
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of these students demonstrate growth of midrash knowledge for both of them. Thus
their qualitative data contradict their quantitative data. Their story highlights the
difficulty of measuring abstract knowledge for young children, especially in tick-box

format — and of the necessity for complementary qualitative data

In fact in the main the students' comments at post-test, recorded from their responses in
interviews and from the open-ended questions on the questionnaire, reflected their
appreciation of the nature of midrash. For example, there were several students, from
different classes, who suggested that they learned, "what midrash is." This comment
supports Sprinthall's (1990) view of Bruner's valuation of the understanding of subject
matter over a simple accumulation of facts. This student response is especially
significant since most of the participants, study-wide, had been exposed to some
aspects of midrash before the interventions. Thus one might have thought that they
would already have known what midrash is at pre-test. Similarly those who suggested
that they had learned, "new ways to understand midrash," were reflecting on the nature
of the subject matter. In so doing they were striving to make meaning and were
thinking about the thinking process involved in its comprehension (see Watkins,
2001). It is possible that this strategy for teaching midrash, therefore, managed to align
itself to Dewey's (1916; 1944) suggestion that education should further students'
intellectual development through its promotion of good thinking habits.

Similarly other student comments at post-test reflect their thinking analytically about
the midrash texts in order to understand the midrashic process. This mirrors Grant's
(1988) suggestion that children do think critically or analytically. Thus the Israeli
student who viewed the midrashic suggestion of exaggerated modesty (chapter five
section 2.2.3) as a model for outstanding behaviour showed his search for an
appreciation of the midrash. This dovetails with the suggestion of Tredt and colleagues
(1989) that children comprehend as well as appreciate meanings in texts. Similarly his
classmate's suggestion that midrash provides a different vantage point for the Bible
reader mirrors the view of Levinson (2005). Moreover the British student who
suggested that midrash, "changes your thoughts about .. Torah .. and it makes you
think more," demonstrated an ability to think meta-cognitively about midrash (for

children and meta-cognitive thinking see Marzano, 1995); to seek a deeper
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understanding of midrash; and possibly to find meaning that may be an impetus for

further learning (see Thompson, 1995).

An important finding was that the basic midrash to Scripture relationship can be
understood with little training in lexical analysis of Scripture. This is significant
because this is the foundation for understanding the nature of midrash. The visual aids
of coat and hook proved very effective in this employ. Conversely, the students with
more advanced skills could learn about the lexical basis of midrash. This extends to
midrashic pretext; a point that was illustrated by T.B. who suggested that, "The rabbis
wanted to attach our [Bible] story to their message because Abram and Sarai are our
role models (italics mine)." Here it is understood that in this case a rabbinic message is

the primary motivation for commentary.

2.0 Revisiting the Research Question: Can one design and evaluate a programme
that would teach midrash explicitly in the primary school?

The reader will recall that the research questions were formulated in a hierarchy. The
main question under consideration has been, can we teach midrash explicitly in the
primary school? For a more detailed examination, this question was then broken
down into the following set of subsidiary questions,
e Can children understand the motivations and the textual and religious
underpinnings of midrash?
o Can they separate derash from peshat?
e (Can they understand the literary strategies employed by the rabbis for the
purpose of Biblical elucidation?
e Are some aspects of midrash easier to understand than others?
e Do differences in national curricula affect the possibility of teaching midrash

explicitly?

2.1 Can Primary School Students Understand the Motivations for Midrash and
the Textual and Religious Underpinnings of its Commentary?

In the main, the students understood that the rabbis had specific motivations for their
interpretations. In particular the midrash whose religious message relates to the

modesty of the patriarchs was well received. This is one of the illustrations of the way
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in which the students became involved in what the United States Education
Commission (1973) described as a reader-author relationship. Indeed, the data
mirrored the assertions of Tredt and colleagues (1989) as well as those of Watkins
(2001) who suggested that students are able to organise and to transfer their
understanding. In this case, they could transfer the underlying message of the midrash
to other midrashim that they had learned during the course of their Bible studies.
Similarly at post-test over 80% of the students, overall, recognised the exegetical

nature of midrash. This is one of the primary motivations for midrash.

The students worked hard to make meaning of the ancient texts. The American
students' analytical thinking about midrash, geared for this purpose, was illustrated in
the transcripts already presented: In the students' search for the rabbis' question in the
midrash text; and in their analysis of the differing midrashic narratives and their
motivations. The transcript excerpts (chapter five section 3.0) show how in searching
for the meaning of the midrashic narratives the students engaged in a more nuanced
and stronger reading of the Biblical text. Indeed Levinson (2005, pp. 218, 220)
suggests that this is what the rabbis were doing when they formulated midrash. This
was especially true of the student who drew attention to the textual language of God's
command to Abraham, "Take, please, your son." He remarked that the midrash was
throwing light on the fact that God was hard-pressed' to make this command, and that

this fact was illustrated in the word, please.

The data indicate that, overall, primary school children can understand the serious
nature of midrash and the nature of its religious underpinnings. But despite the fact
that over 80% of the students overall scored correctly in the seriousness category on
the questionnaire, there were some students, who struggled with this aspect of midrash.
These students preferred to categorise midrash as texts intended for both grown-ups
and serious children. Indeed, some students in the British and American classes
insisted that little children (younger than themselves) could be taught some midrash
texts such as those that contain midrashic narrative. It seemed that these thoughts
might have been derived from their view of themselves as children. They may have
been wondering why I was teaching them midrash if it were not intended to be learned

by little children.
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The students demonstrated their understanding of the textual underpinnings of midrash
in their worksheets and homework assignments. All of the students understood that
midrash is based on the language of Scripture, but not all classes were trained in the
lexical analysis of Scripture. Therefore, while each mini-course stressed the
relationship between midrash and Scripture, the teaching of the lexical derivation of

each midrash was varied according to the receptivity of the students.

Indeed, in the third intervention, the students' high level of interest in Bible coupled
with their base-line understanding of midrash as exegesis'> enabled me to place more
emphasis on the lexical connections between Scripture and midrash. This kind of close

textual midrash teaching is possible for classes that are accustomed to close readings of
Bible.

2.2 Can They Separate Derash from Peshat?

The midrash worksheet sought to guide the students through problematising the
midrash text in order to learn to differentiate between peshat and derash. In this
endeavour the students demonstrated Dewey's (1916; 1944) assertion that children can
wrestle with issues. Additionally it seemed to me, as Bruner (1966c¢) suggested, that
their curiosity was piqued by the lack of immediate clarity in the texts presented. In the
findings chapter it was pointed out, however, that several of the students mixed peshat

and derash (see section 3.2).

Indeed the participants found it difficult to separate derash from peshat. HW.
illustrated this dilemma (chapter five section 3.2). There were many students who
initially tried to weave derash into peshat in order to reconcile both interpretations
with the language of Scripture. Thus even students who were accustomed to a close
reading of Scripture were not prepared for reading disparate interpretive approaches
for a single Bible story. For example, some of them insisted, at first, that the rabbis'
suggestion that Abraham hadn't noticed his wife's beauty fit the Scriptural word,
behold, perfectly. Here they relied on the idea of discovery to carry them through the

At pre-test fourteen of the sixteen participants were aware that midrash commentary is exegetical.
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story. They didn't think through the ramifications of this interpretation for that story.
Thus one British girl suggested that it was logical that Abraham and Sarah didn't look
at each other; Whereas T.F. in the American intervention suggested that the midrash
reads the word, behold, as an exaggeration. His projection of the exaggeration into

Scripture makes the rabbinic interpretation more plausible.

Certainly there were students who managed to differentiate peshat from derash from
the beginning of the interventions; and by the end of the interventions the vast majority
of the students understood, in the case of the first midrash, that the midrash was adding
a measure of exaggeration to the Bible story as a strategy to communicate a religious

message. This was evidenced by the qualitative data. As one British girl put it,

But we should remember that this is purposely exaggerated.. It is a midrash
which confuses us and makes us laugh and then we think and we discover

something which is not obvious. (A.W., homework)

2.3 Can They Understand the Literary Strategies Employed by the Rabbis for
the Purpose of Biblical elucidation?

Non-literal language and narrative frameworks are the types of literary strategies -
employed by the rabbis - that were included in the midrash mini-course.

Non-literal language was exhibited in midrash texts that used exaggeration and
symbolic representations. Narrative frameworks were seen in the elaborative narratives

as well as in the midrashic parable.

2.3.1 Non-Literal Language in Midrash

The quantitative data show that correct scores were lowest in the symbolic category.
They also show the most improvement in this category. Indeed one of the British girls
described how she had grappled with symbolism as interpretation. At post-test L.S.
said that she had felt that the midrash with the flag did not, at first, make sense. But
she said that she understood, later, that that midrash was about Abraham's greatness in
his faith. She suggested, in fact, that the symbolic language lent strength to the
message of the midrash. Moreover she added that she liked the fact that in midrash
classes she could think deeply. This seemed to be a reference to thinking beyond
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superficial meanings. Similarly a classmate of hers suggested that the hardest part
about learning midrash was in understanding the "unrealistic concepts." Interestingly,
he also said that he found the "unrealistic bits" the most enjoyable part of the mini-
course. This might be because his curiosity was piqued by the lack of immediate

clarity in the midrash text.

Similarly one American student reflected this way on midrash,

I think that it’s hard to understand sometimes why the midrash would
connect this with that and why they would use the story or these symbols.. |
think, like, why is this connected to the verse? What symbolizes what? Like,
not that | find it really difficult but | find it hard-er to understand than the
other things.

(A.P., post-test)

The class transcripts presented in chapter five illustrate the students' ability to grasp
and to respond to non-literal language in religious texts. The students’ comments seem
to reflect Ashton's (1993b) conclusion that children can be educated in religious
literacy without recourse to religious literalism. Their capacity to make meanings lends
support to the assertions of Thompson (1995), Davidson (1976), Donaldson (1989) and
Ashton (1993a and 1993b). These scholars have all suggested that children have the

capacity to understand non-literal language

Similarly the midrash biographies demonstrate an overall awareness that there is non-
literal language in midrash. It was surprising, therefore, to see the American student
E.L.'s reaction to the exaggeration in the first midrash. His view seemed to be that if
Avram and Saray were that modest they must have been ridiculous. This led him to the
surprising conclusion that the midrash was teaching us (the reader) that we should not
be so modest. But despite his initial misunderstanding, this student demonstrated, later,
that he had learned the meanings of non-literal language in midrash very well. He did
this when he argued that the message of the symbolic midrash was that Abraham was,
"getting greater” even though he was being asked to do a, "terrible thing" by God. This
explanation seemed to be an illustration of Walker and Soltis' (1997) description of

interpretive understanding. Perhaps it can be said of his growth in understanding from
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one midrash text to the next that this illustrates Bruner's (1966¢) assertion that a

student's efforts are motivated by a curiosity for deeper understanding (Bruner, 1966¢).

In fact the class reading of the first midrash took an unexpected turn in the first
intervention. Some students suggested that Abraham discovered Sarah's inner beauty.
This side-stepped the issue of the unrealistic midrash. (How could Abraham be
discovering his wife's beauty for the first time?) Thus, in their eyes, although Abraham
clearly knew what his wife looked like, he could be discovering another kind of
beauty. They were then burdened with trying to figure out how internal beauty could
cause Abraham to be afraid of the Egyptians etc. In that intervention I was faced with a
pedagogical dilemma: Although I wanted the students to seek and make meaning of
the midrash text collaboratively, I realised that they were straying from the purposely
exaggerated language of the midrash. I ended up disappointing them by explaining that
the midrash was talking about external beauty and that the message was one of
exaggerated modesty; that it was not referring to internal beauty. While the lesson
followed an unplanned direction, the students' initiative of a non-literal reading of the
midrash — as opposed to following the rabbis' non-literal reading of Scripture — pointed
out their ability to interpret texts non-literally. (This was not reflected well, at post-test,
in their tick-box answers when only 31% of them answered that there is symbolic/

non-literal language in midrash.)

Indeed, the midrash with symbolism elicited the most varied response- in the different
classes- of all the midrash texts. The Israeli students' understanding was the most
basic: Abraham's likeness to a flag on a mast symbolised the issue of Jewish identity
for these students, much as the Israeli flag does for them; as one student remarked, "the
flag is who we are." The British students demonstrated a keen creative ability for
interpreting the symbolism in the midrash. The consensus of opinion in the British
class revolved around Abraham's religious leadership; the forefather as forerunner (see
Appendix E). The American students were most interested in the relationship between
the imagery of height (raising the flag) and the concept of Abraham's religious stature.
Moreover, the American students were unique, to this study, in their ability to keep the
exegetical aim of the midrash in mind — the nature and function of the symbolism as
explicating the Binding of Isaac — while suggesting their interpretations of the

symbolism used. This was evident in E.L.'s comments above. This midrash text also
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generated collaborative learning in the case of a student who described this symbolism,
in her homework, in the context of Abraham's achievement of faith. A.P.'s class
comment simply related to the fact that, "we raise the flag." Yet after the class
discussion she engaged in what Watkins (2001) describes as learning about learning.
She was thus able to view the symbolism of the flag in terms of Abraham's
achievement of heights in his faith. In this way the midrash texts provided a rich
context for thinking about the Bible story. This reminded me of Kornhaber and
Gardner's (1991) assertion that children's thinking is fostered through their learning
context. Additionally A.P.'s reflection on the class discussions surrounding the midrash
text enabled her to make meaning of the midrash, as she engaged with the midrashic

process. This seems to reflect notions of meaning making suggested by Marzano
(1995) and Young (2003).

In the main, results in the area of non-literal thinking show that students at this age can
understand midrash texts with non-literal language. It seems from this study that it is
the employment of scaffolded teaching as described by Wood (1988; 1998) and Fisher
(1995) that is the key element in engendering this understanding.

2.3.2 Reading Midrashic Narrative

The students' engagement with midrashic narratives demonstrated their ability to
understand the motivations for these commentaries. The British and the American
students even asked about the sacred status of these texts. Certainly discussions of the
truth value of narrative as juxtaposed to the truth value of Scripture were beyond the
scope of this research. Nevertheless the fact that these young students raised these
issues is a testament to their ability to reflect upon religious texts in order to seek
insights into religious meanings (Ashton, 1993b). Moreover, the students' engagement
with the theological and spiritual foundations of the narratives was beyond my own
expectations for students of this tender age. It seemed to reflect the assertion of Hay,
Nye and Murphy (1996) that childhood understanding of religion should be framed in

terms of spirituality.

Indeed A.P.'s homework comment (chapter five section 3.4) about how the narratives

help our understanding of the Bible story by highlighting Abraham and Isaac's
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devotion to God- the emotional and spiritual elements of the event — lends support to
Minney's (1985) argument that children's emotional, moral and behavioural
understandings can be harnessed and developed within religious education. In fact the
ease with which the children read these narratives led to their difficulties with

accepting that midrash is not aimed at little children.

Indeed, out of all the interventions only one student selected the short answer at post-
test that suggested that, I think that midrash commentaries are just for little children.
This shows that the vast majority of the students understood that despite the simplistic

appearance of midrashic narrative, midrash is generally aimed at grown-ups.

In each class there were students who thought analytically about these narratives and
about their purpose. For example, one Israeli student asked me whether the rabbis
actually knew what Ishmael said to Isaac since it was not laid out in Scripture. In fact
the depth of the children's analytical thinking surprised me. Accordingly the children
demonstrated their ability to uncover the exegetical basis of the midrashic narratives
on the akeidah. This reminded me of Dewey's (1916; 1944) view that a student needs
to wrestle with the conditions of a problem in order to perceive meaning. But even this
basis for midrashic narrative was challenged by students who were not sure that these
stories were particularly exegetical or whether they clarified anything. As one of the
American students suggested, "We didn't need a midrash here." These comments seem
to illustrate Elder and Paul's (2003) suggestion that thinking is driven by questions.
They also seem to reflect Dewey's idea that thinking is the key to learning (1916;
1944).

This was similarly demonstrated by the American student who suggested that, "the
akeidah really gets real," through a reading of the midrashic narrative. This 'reality,' in
his view included an explanation of sacrifice and devotion. This student seemed to
support the theory that direct meanings are a prerequisite for complex meanings
(Hillocks and Ludlow, 1984) when he remarked that, ""You just look at a conversation
like its nothing; but then you realise that you need to have devotion." Here we see the
student reviewing the impact of the midrashic narratives for their affective meanings.
His comment also supports Egan's (1999) assertion that children view stories in terms

of affective meanings. Similarly this student's admiration of Abraham seems to support
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Levinson's (2005) suggestion that midrashic commentary engenders an admiration of
the Biblical patriarchs in the mind of the reader. Thus, as Bruner (1986) suggests, a
landscape for thinking is created. In this case the landscape is created through extra-
Biblical narrative. In a sense the midrash is akin to a history book. It helps the student
to develop a sense of the patriarchs and their dilemmas; of why they did what they did
(see Bruner, 1966¢, on teaching history).

In addition to their analytical comments, the children offered some erroneous analyses.
For example two of the British students became focused on the narrative to the
exclusion of the Scriptural story. One queried why God didn't defend Abraham against
Satan and thus avoid the entire episode of the akeidah. Another student suggested that
Isaac overreacted to Ishmael's taunts; also presuming that the episode was avoidable.
In doing this they showed that they had forgotten that midrashic narrative exists to

explain the Bible story; not as an alternative to it.

Additionally the complex questions implied by the midrashic narrative brought
consternation to the students who suggested that midrash is confusing; or that it just
raises questions. Nevertheless the students came to terms with the underlying
complexity of midrashic narrative in various ways. In the British school one student
referred to complicated midrash; a couple of students related to needing to think a lot
about midrash and a third referred to the subtle message that makes midrash complex.
Additionally a couple of the girls spoke about needing to look below the superficial
meanings of midrash. In the American intervention, students referred to layers of
interpretation and depth of meaning. During the interventions I had drawn an analogy
between midrashic layering of interpretation and the interleaving of the Russian dolls
of a matrushka toy. In fact one of the British students suggested at post-test that

midrash is like the onion in the movie Shrek.

2.3.3 Reading Midrashic Parables

The midrash text that was most easily understood in all classes was the one with the
parable. This was a literary structure with which the children were familiar. But there
was some difficulty encountered. For example I.B., in the Israeli intervention, pointed

out the asymmetry between an all-knowing God and the fallible, human owner of the
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strawberry patch. Indeed this is one of the underlying anomalies of midrashic parables
in general. Accordingly these thoughts point to a level of intellectual discomfort that
some young students experience with material that is not completely straightforward.
This sparked a discussion on similarities that the rabbis create in their parables in order
to teach a lesson; similarities that are not intended to be equal in all respects to the

Bible story that they parallel and explain.

In contrast to this the children displayed an ease of understanding when it came to the
clearer parallels between Scripture and midrash. For example, in the Israeli and British
interventions, one student from each class told me that the strawberry thief had blood -
rather than strawberry juice - on his hands, as we were reading the parable. Since we
always read the Bible story before the accompanying midrash, the students had an idea
of the basis for the midrash. This enabled them to draw the parallel with Abel's blood,
of the Bible story, while reading the parable. Conversely, an American girl told me that
Cain's hands were dirty. Thus she imposed the interpretive parable — with the
strawberry thief's dirty hands — onto the Bible story. But then her classmate protested
that there was no screaming in the parable, again raising the issue of asymmetry. A
third student responded that, "the screaming is that it's right there in front of their
faces. The evidence is clear." This ease of understanding of the parable, experienced
by most students, dovetails with Egan's (1999) assertion that the story form orients the
reader's emotions to its events, characters and ideas and is thus particularly suitable for

children.

2.4 Are Some Aspects of Midrash Harder to Understand than Others?

The students found it hard to engage with the complexities of midrash. This was most
apparent in the cases of those texts whose underpinnings are theological. Additionally,
as was mentioned in section 2.2, some students found it hard to separate peshat from

derash.

2.4.1 The Complex Nature of Midrash

Although the midrash texts gave rise to interesting and upbeat class discussions, they

also led to some confusion. The anguish of the student who lost the thread of the
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midrash in the American narrative (chapter five section 3.3) highlights the challenge
involved in teaching complex material to young students. Indeed students study-wide
scored relatively low (73%) for understanding the complex nature of midrash at post-
test. This points to one of the possible stumbling blocks that can be encountered when
teaching midrash in primary school. One of the British students put it this way, "At the
beginning, when you don't .. know what's actually happening and you want to know..

you just have to carry on."

Yet a significant number of students expressed an appreciation and enjoyment of this
complexity. This seems to exemplify Bruner's assertion that understanding is a lure to
effort (1966¢). It also seems to bolster Elder and Paul's (2003) assertion that deep

questions focus thinking on complexity.

In contrast to the majority of the students who seemed ready for the intellectual
challenge of learning midrash, some were made nervous by it. But the additional time
taken for scaffolding of complex material can lead to a degree of boredom for those
who already understand the thread of the discussion." (This fact is true for teaching
any difficult subject in a mixed-ability class.) The narrative (chapter five section 3.3)
demonstrates how one of the students who understood the material was asked to step in
and explain the subject to a classmate who felt lost. In this way both girls remained
engaged in the lesson. This kind of solution is clearly a partial one as some of the
students may still have been bored. On the other hand, others may have been happy
that someone had asked for clarification at this point, as they might have needed some

as well.

2.4.2 The Theological Nature of Midrash

' Children might be bored in a midrash class because they might feel that, "It dragged on too much —
going over the midrash again and again” (G.G. post-test questionnaire, 2" intervention). This might be
due to the fact that a student is very bright and catches on very fast, or due to the fact that he/ she is
losing the nuances that are added with each iterative explanation of the midrash. They might also feel
that a midrash is not interesting if the topic is already familiar, "because I've already learnt it " (Z.K.,

post-test questionnaire, 2™ intervention). Again this points to a lack of literary training.
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The most complex midrash texts to teach were those whose underpinnings were
theological. These were the two relating to the akeidah. In these texts the use of
narratives and of symbolism are the external trappings for theological questions of
faith and sacrifice. All of the study participants were familiar with this Bible story and
had encountered it as a story wherein God tests Abraham. Generally, at this age level,
students would not have had complex discussions about faith or sacrifice when

studying the stories of the patriarchs.

The students, overall, did not expect the midrash to raise questions about the Biblical
text. They were mostly prepared to read these midrash texts for basic meanings of
language and of plot with an eye toward its Biblical commentary. During the
interventions they were encouraged to describe their own reactions to the midrash texts
in an effort to develop their reasoned judgement about it. This approach accorded with
Bailin and Siegel's (2003) suggestion that an analytical stance is central to
understanding. Initially the participants found it difficult to consider the theological
questions raised by the midrash; those that revolved around the probable cause of the
divine commandment for the Binding of Isaac. Several iterative readings were needed
to uncover these issues. But with each reading the students became more aware of

these underlying issues and engaged further with them.

Indeed, one American student took issue with the idea that the rabbis might have found
a problem in a Bible story. He was questioning the parameters of Jewish theology as
the rabbis viewed it. His indignation shed light on his coming to terms with this
religious subject matter and on the rules for its acquisition. For me this was
reminiscent of the discussions of Sprinthall (1990) and Young (2003), respectively, on

the nature of subject matter and on the rules of acquisition of particular knowledge.

The class discussions on these complex religious issues seemed to support Short's
(2003) suggestion that children can cope with far more complex concepts than was
previously thought. In two of the classes the theological discussion continued into a
discourse over coming to terms with — rather than solving- theological problems.
These discussions were based on the supposition that although Isaac was not

sacrificed, the command to bind him and offer him up remains in the story; therefore
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the problem of the commandment to do this remains in the Bible. This was difficult for
these young students to accept. One student agreed with me when I suggested,
privately, that whilst in primary school children are accustomed to having problems
solved for them by grownups, but Biblical problems are more complex. A.G.
interjected by saying, "spoon feeding, lick, lick," as he demonstrated a lapping motion

with his tongue.

The most troubling, contemporary issue that was raised by the students on the topic of
the Binding of Isaac was the possible undercurrent, in the midrash, of suicide in the
name of God. I had not anticipated this topic in general, and I especially did not expect
it from such young students. This issue came up in every intervention. In the last
intervention one girl suggested that according to the midrash Isaac was willing to kill

himself for God.

In Israel, I taught this lesson in the middle of the Intifada (Palestinian uprising) and the
concept of Isaac as shahid (religious martyr) was suggested by my students. I,
probably, was naive in not preparing for this issue to be raised. In the British
intervention one student raised the issue twice. When I asked what the midrash
demonstrated, A.G. responded, "That Isaac wanted to die." I corrected him by
suggesting that this was not a death wish but a willingness to serve God. He then
challenged me further suggesting that this was a silly way to demonstrate one's
devotion to God. In his words, Isaac was saying, "O.k., so I'll just go out and kill
myself." I stated very clearly and unequivocally that the rabbis were not condoning
suicide as this is not a Jewish concept; that they were stressing devotion, and in this
case, were overstating their case. The rabbis were contrasting Isaac and Ishmael in the
most extreme terms, but any relationship to suicide was not literally intended. It is my
contention that had we no experience of modern-day religious martyrdom these

students would not have considered a literal interpretation of the midrash.
2.4.3 Separating between Peshat and Derash
Some students found it difficult to differentiate between peshat and derash. Thus there

were students who were curiously insistent that it must be appropriate to assume that

Abraham had never noticed his wife's beauty. This finding seems to dovetail with
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Margaret Donaldson's (1989) work with children. She noticed similarly curious
responses to illogical word usage. She suggests that children's interpretation of
language may be powerfully influenced by context, to the point that there is a loss of
adequate respect for the words themselves (p. 71). Perhaps, in the case of the children
in my study, this was because they preferred to accept the midrashic interpretation at
face value, since this was their customary learning style. Additionally they might have
mixed the interpretations because they were unaccustomed to learning interpretations
that did not make Scripture speak to them with one clear voice. Moreover they may
have assumed, in a pietistic as well as an interpretive sense, that what the rabbis were
presenting as interpretation ought to make sense to the reader - themselves. This
assumption became apparent from students' comments that questioned the use of
"unnecessary" and "confusing" interpretations in midrash. Similarly, they were not
accustomed to being introduced to differing interpretations; or to interpretations that
were irreconcilable with one another. Indeed most Bible programs at this level focus

on one interpretation at a time.

One surprising finding was the fact that if a student presents at pre-test with a fair
amount of base-line knowledge of midrashic characteristics, this does not mean that

he/ she understands how to differentiate between peshat and derash.

Accordingly the children found it hard to separate derash from peshat. This may have
been due to their pious will to accept all interpretations. It may have been because they
were accustomed to straightforward interpretations only. Similarly it might have been
because they had not previously encountered multiple or conflicting

interpretations.

2.5 Do Differences in National Curricula Affect the Possibility of Teaching
Midrash Explicitly?

Because of the limited number of schools in this study one cannot draw firm
conclusions regarding the effects of national curricula on the receptivity of children to
learning midrash. Rather one can make observations about the data from the
participating classes and offer some tentative suggestions about what the national
curricular effects might have been on the particular classes studied. The largest

qualitative variation from class to class lay in the direction that each class took in its
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collaborative discourse about the midrash texts. While each class learned the
characteristics of midrash that were the focal point of the mini-course, it seemed that
the way that each class read a particular midrash text was influenced by their training
in Bible and in literature. For example it seemed that differences in literary training
emerged in discussions on the symbolic flag. Thus the symbolic message of Abraham
being likened to a flag on the masthead was one of identity for the Israelis. As one
student suggested, "the flag says who we are." In the British discussion it was seen as
symbolising Abraham's religious leadership; whereas in the American discussion it
was viewed in terms of Abraham's rise in spiritual heights through his willingness to
follow God's imperative. These different readings led me to reflect on whether it might
be possible that a national curriculum may influence the way that students read

midrash.

2.5.1 The Israeli Example

In Israel, for example, the national curriculum for Bible studies in the primary school
(Israel Ministry of Education and Culture, 1993) prescribes that all of the Pentateuch
be taught by the end of year seven. This requires the class to learn many Biblical
chapters, in the original Biblical Hebrew, over relatively short time spans. This broad
view of Scriptural pedagogy relegates in-depth Scriptural readings to secondary
school. For primary school it indicates that the Scriptural text should be read for plain
meaning. This entails looking at linguistic themes; and instilling an understanding of
the central Biblical characters and events only. This curriculum is complemented by
the curriculum for language and literature in primary school (Israel Ministry of
Education and Culture, 1979). That curriculum requires students to differentiate
between central and secondary topics in a text; and to be able to recognise literary
constructs.® Thus the latter curricular criteria might have influenced the ability of the
students in the Israeli school to conceptualise midrash with the visual aid of the coat
and hook; and their understanding of the midrashic search for the motive of the

akeidah - as well as its use of narrative and parables. Further it was predictable that the

1% See chapter four of Hebrew Language and Literature.
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Israeli students would be most skilled in their ability to understand the linguistic

meanings in the Bible and midrash texts since these are in Hebrew.

However, it seemed to me that their training in Scriptural reading for breadth rather
than depth made them less ready to discuss symbolism as interpretation; or to discuss
the issues with which the rabbis were troubled — and that underlie their commentary. It
also seemed to have discouraged them from looking for additional meanings for words

and Biblical topics with which they were already familiar.

Additionally the Israeli class was the only one in the study that included non-religious
students. Whilst conducting this study, I noticed that the non-religious students - who
had the weakest foundation in Bible knowledge - needed the most scaffolding for
understanding midrash. This phenomenon was evident in the lesson transcripts as well

as in my teaching journal.

2.5.2 The British Example

The National Literacy Strategy for England includes a daily literacy hour in primary
schools. This hour includes a plenary session where pupils reflect on what they have
learned (National Literacy Project, 2006). Additionally, ".. linguistic terminology
taught through sentence level objectives allows teachers and pupils to talk about how

texts are put together (Palmer, 2000)."

It might be possible that the skills gained in the literacy hour in reading secular texts -
their language, how they are put together and for reflecting upon them - carried over
into the study of Jewish texts. This seemed to be reflected by the students’ ability to
summarise the contents of the midrash and to retrace the interpretive discourse;
including the attachment of new interpretive meanings to familiar Hebrew words.
Similarly the students' interactive reflection on the meanings invoked by midrashic

symbolism was most creative.

But when compared to the American and the Israeli students this class was found
lacking in awareness of surrounding Biblical issues, such as the similarity of the

akeidah story to the Biblical prohibition of Molech worship (child sacrifice). This was
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most likely due to their smaller Biblical knowledge base. They also seemed to lack
some critical thinking skills. This may be due to the fact that British youngsters are not
expected to respond critically to texts until age fourteen.'® Thus their analysis of the
symbolic midrash did not include an awareness of the interpretive connection between
the midrashic commentary and the rabbinic query of the Bible story. Similarly when
the students commented about Isaac's role in the story, as told by the midrash, they
sometimes missed the point of midrash and its purpose. For example, one boy who
suggested that Isaac had a death wish had not fully understood the purpose of the
midrashic narrative. He seemed to have lost sight of the fact that the midrash was
trying to interpret an existing Bible story which involves the potential sacrifice of
Isaac. One of the girls raised a similarly misplaced critical comment about the first part
of the midrash. She asked, "Why didn't God simply defend Abraham [against the

allegations of Satan] and then the akeidah would not have needed to happen?"
2.5.3 The American Example

In the U.S. most targets for literacy are similar to those in Israel and in England
(excluding the British literacy hour). But The Nation's Report Card (U.S. Dept. of
Education, 2006) for national achievement levels in reading includes an additional
target that is absent from the Israeli and British curricula; namely that students should,

"be able to judge texts critically. .. and explain their judgments clearly."!’

It seems that this expectation is rooted in a kind of national pedagogical ethos of
inquiry. American education, today, is influenced by the educational philosophy of
John Dewey. Garrison (2006) suggests that Dewey is regarded as the founder of the
progressive education movement in the United States. His educational philosophy was
based on a positioning of inquiry at the centre of the acquisition of knowledge as

necessary for the intellectual growth of the student (see Dewey, 1916; 1944).

'6 See attainment targets in National Curriculum, U.k.
YSee National Assessment of Educational Progress in Reading, for 'grade four, advanced.' Note: My
students were in grade five, so 1 am using the advanced grade four criteria, here, as there are no specific

criteria for fifth grade.
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It seemed that this spirit of inquiry was applied to Bible studies as well as to secular
studies in the American school. Possibly the combination of this spirit of inquiry,
coupled with significant time allocation to Bible classes, enabled the American
students to understand midrashic texts and to think deeply — in a collaborative way-
about them. Additionally, it appeared that the investment of time in Bible studies
furnished them with strong textual skills in Biblical Hebrew. But the most dramatic
illustration of the analytical thinking of these students is demonstrated in their
discussion relating to rabbinic questions about the Bible story. The transcript excerpt
where B.C. challenges, "And if Hashem tells you to do something why can't you do
it?" introduces this critical debate (chapter five section 3.3). Here the students reason
through the issues at hand, making use of their knowledge of Jewish law to reach
conclusions in their critical inquiry of the rabbis' question. Further, at the end of this
unit these students were able to review the different layers of rabbinic interpretation, in
this complex midrash, from top to bottom. The in-depth analysis coupled with a keen
ability to understand the multiple layers of interpretation seemed to reflect the

American inquiry-based training.

2.5.4 Possible Ways to Adapt the Midrash Teaching Strategy

It is my view that the research contexts were sufficiently different to justify the claim
that one can effectively teach midrash explicitly in any Orthodox primary school, with
some guidelines for particularisation. The three main issues that will guide the midrash
teacher in a particular context are, the level of Bible knowledge of the students; their
literary skills and their background in analytical thinking. Scaffolding around these
issues will determine the pace of midrash lessons; the success which the strategy will

meet as well as the character of the midrash discourse in each context.

For example those classes with little experience in the interpretation of non-literal
language will need more explanations of midrashic use of non-literal language.
Similarly classes whose literary training emphasises broad understandings of texts will
need more training when it comes to exploring the depth of Biblical analysis found in
midrash texts. This would entail special emphasis on the analytical thinking skills that

are necessary for learning midrash. Further, students will need to be coached in
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patience while learning midrash commentaries on Bible topics that are already familiar
to them; as students in this age group do not understand that their knowledge is very
basic. Moreover since children of this age - even those who have learned many
chapters of the Pentateuch - have had little exposure to the process of Biblical
interpretation, they need to be guided through the religious and ethical underpinnings
of rabbinic commentary. This is similarly true for the textual underpinnings of
midrash, again regardless of children's exposure to many Bible stories. Additionally
students who have a strong textual background in Bible and in Hebrew can benefit
from an extra emphasis on the lexical connections between Scripture and midrash, and
on the midrashic process itself. In general it is important to note that the data seem to
indicate that the student's background in Jewish studies makes a difference in his/her

readiness for midrash, but not in understanding of - or achievement in - midrash.

3.0 Comments on Generalisability

Crotty (1998) asserts the importance that, in the eye of the observer, research outcomes
"merit respect” by ensuring outcomes that are valid and generalisable (p. 13).
Generalisability implies that outcomes can be applied to larger populations than the
specific population with which a particular study was carried out. This is possible
when the population used is viewed as typical of the general population to which the
findings would be applicable (Borg and Gall, 1989). Thus a degree of generality can be
seen when the argument can be put forward that it is reasonable to generalise results to

other populations or settings (Robson, 2002).

The reader may recall that the paradigm used in this study is that of the design
experiment. The purpose of design experimentation, in education, is to explore how
students think and learn in order to describe theoretical understandings of how learning
takes place (Barab and Squire, 2004). Brown (1992) explains how generality applies to
the design experiment paradigm. She suggests (ibid.) that the theoretical descriptions
that delineate why a particular intervention had successful outcomes render a particular
design experiment generalisable. Accordingly generality is argued from the
interpretation of the outcomes. Indeed the comprehensive data record that is generated
by the design experiment enables the formation of a narrative account of the outcomes.

This account is grounded in learning theory and includes generalisability through its
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description of how learning took place (Shavelson, Phillips et al, 2003). Thus through
this interpretive process the researcher develops generalisable theories about the

students' learning that took place during a study (Edelson, 2002).

The participants in this study were intended to be a small sample of Orthodox primary
school year six students. Accordingly the participating classes were similar in some
ways and different in others. On the one hand, all of the participating schools taught
the Pentateuch in primary school with Rashi's commentary as is commonly found in
Orthodox schools, globally. Similarly gender generality was sought in participating
classes in regard to the co-educational nature of the students. Additionally the sample
included relatively small and relatively large schools; with heterogeneous socio-
economic makeup; and classes of mixed achievement in Jewish studies. These factors
were intended to mirror the internal diversity of the larger global population of

Orthodox schools.

On the other hand, the geographically different contexts added different contextual
parameters to each intervention of the study. These related both to the educational
context as well as to the students' learning skills. For example while all the schools
studied Chumash-Rashi, each educational context had its own emphasis on how much
of the Pentateuch to cover during the academic year and how much interpretation to
introduce in Bible classes. Additionally the hours devoted to Bible study varied from
one context to the next. Similarly the students' Hebrew skills varied from one context
to the next. Moreover in their broader educational context each school had a different
national educational context; such as a national curriculum for literature, or for

reading; or as in the case of Israel, even a national curriculum for Bible.

Now it is specifically these disparate contexts that were of interest to me as a
researcher in Jewish Bible education. This is because any new strategy for teaching
midrash would need to be generalisable, at least to some extent, to the disparate, global
population of Orthodox schools. Clearly the scope of this study is limited, but it is
hoped that the representative nature of the sample can allow a tentative claim to
generality. Indeed it was for this reason that schools were chosen in three countries
where there are significant numbers of Jewish students in Jewish day schools. Thus it

was intended that each class would be representative of a Jewish day school class in
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that country. (In fact similar results were also found in the IFS that took place in a

different primary school in Israel, in similar manner to the current study)

Further let us return briefly to the aims of design experiments, in relation to the
development of theories of how students learn. The many forms of data, in addition to
the questionnaire, collected during the interventions enabled me to observe how
children engaged with midrash texts in disparate contexts. This was because through
my participation in the videotaped lessons and through the words of the children
themselves (in their class comments and their written work) I could observe their
progress in midrash understanding. This in turn enabled me to make some tentative
theoretical suggestions about the way that midrash learning took place. And led to
some tentative suggestions for changing the emphasis of the midrash mini-course from
context to context, to suit the participating class' background in Bible and literature.

(See section 2.5.4.).

4.0 Can we Teach Midrash Explicitly in the Primary School?

Broadly speaking, the tentative answer is affirmative. Both the quantitative and the
qualitative data reflect children's capacities to understand midrash. The quantitative
data reflect improvement overall in all midrash categories. In fact the most significant
improvement was seen in the areas of midrash that were found to be difficult for the
students to grasp. And for their part the qualitative data describe the children's midrash
understandings from the perspective of the children themselves. A brief summary of

the journey taken to the aforementioned tentative conclusion will follow.

In order to explore whether children can be taught midrash explicitly chapter three of
this paper explored the literature relating to children's understandings. We saw that
although children's understandings differ qualitatively from those of adults, children
can be assisted to understand 'grown up' ideas. Thus Vygotsky's thinking (chapter
three, section 2.1.2.3) and the consequent discussion of scaffolding of learning (ibid.)
helped form the theoretical basis for teaching complex material to children through the
intercession of adults. To add to this, recent scholarship on children's religious
understandings was reviewed to form the theoretical foundation for a view of

children's religious understandings, and therefore, for teaching religious concepts to
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children (ibid., 2.0). The third theoretical pillar for this study came from scholarship in
the area of the sense-making capacities of children. That discussion included children's
affective understandings and analytical thinking. It also included a discussion on how

children make sense of general and sacred texts (ibid., section three).

The aforementioned theoretical areas of children's understanding formed the
foundations for understanding the outcomes of the three interventions of this study.
Specifically they provided the theoretical underpinnings for understanding how
children can be taught to make sense of midrash texts. And for understanding how the
children were able to engage with the various aspects of midrash that were part of this
study. Accordingly it was found that in the main children can be taught midrash
explicitly. But it was also found that some aspects of midrash are harder for children to
understand than others. And that much patience and several iterations of a complex

midrash text may be needed to achieve that understanding. (See section 2.4 above.)

In summary the outcomes of this study tentatively suggest that children can be taught
midrash explicitly. This tentative suggestion arises from the following assumptions
about children's mediated learning: that children are capable, through the intercession
of adults, of understanding religious concepts; of making sense of sacred texts; and of

thinking analytically about them.
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion

1.0 Introduction

The purpose of this original research has been to investigate the various effects of
teaching midrash explicitly in the primary school, in a range of educational contexts.
Its originality stems from the fact that this is the first empirical work to be done in the
area of midrash pedagogy in the primary school. Until now midrash has played an
ancillary role in Bible class and has not been taught as a discrete subject. The thesis
has been that this author's explicit strategy for the explicit teaching of midrash deepens

understanding, and promotes growth, in students' midrash knowledge.

On the strength of the numeric data, gathered over the course of the three
interventions, I am confident that a marked gain in understanding of midrash has been
demonstrated overall by the participating students. Similarly the qualitative data, in the
main, support my thesis. The qualitative data draw on the students' own descriptions
of their understanding of midrash. This serves to mitigate the difficulties associated
with the reliance, solely, on quantitative data. Indeed it is my view that the qualitative
data, while it corroborates the numeric data, also presents a fuller — and a more

nuanced - picture of the kinds of learning that took place during the teaching series.

2.0 Revisiting the Research Methodology

The foundational theory of design experimentation has been useful for this study. In
particular since this experimental model is generally used to design, refine and
evaluate innovations for learning in educational settings (see Cobb, Confrey et al,
2003; Kelly and Lesh, 2002), it was a good fit for the design and evaluation of my
midrash teaching programme. Additionally Kelly and Lesh (2002) have pointed out
that the goal of the design experiment paradigm is one of informing practice; And that
this is accomplished within a real world working space in which teaching innovations
can grow. Accordingly this paradigm was helpful for reflecting on my professional
practice. It was also helpful for refining the programme and for changing the emphasis
from class to class, depending on the students' strengths and weaknesses. Moreover the

naturalistic settings of the interventions enabled me to view the learning process by
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capturing the social interaction in the classroom, as suggested by Barab and Squire
(2004). This was illustrated in the story of one school when A.P. reviewed what
Abraham had achieved (chapter five section 3.4). Her analysis was the product of her

classmates' contributions to class discussions in which she participated.

For data analysis the complementary data types, or Nash's (2002) numbers and
narratives model, proved important for attaining a view of what the young participants
learned. This was especially true for those who had difficulty with the theoretical
language of the tick box items of the questionnaire. Similarly the qualitative data
enabled me to collate individual biographies of midrash understandings for each

participant.

While my own participation in the research provided me with a 'front row' view of the
intervention, | was at a disadvantage in that I was a guest teacher in each school. Thus
I faced some difficulties relating to my unfamiliarity with the students which may have
led to their feeling that perhaps I was not to be taken too seriously. My classes were
sometimes viewed as optional by the students because they participated by their own
agreement. My colleagues at the schools were helpful in mitigating these issues so that
they did not bear heavily on the teaching. I certainly did not feel that I suffered from
the Hawthorne effect, rather the opposite. Perhaps I should say that I felt at times like a
supply teacher who has to work extra hard to gain the confidence of most students

since they are not invested in co-operating with her.

The benefit of the small class size to the researcher was that I could reflect more on the
in-class responses of the students, during the lessons, as my attention was not being

pulled in too many different directions.

Finally, the tender age of the participants presented some challenges relating to testing
their understanding of abstract midrash knowledge. For example in some cases, the
language of the questionnaire was difficult for the students to understand and evaluate.
Thus the most difficult aspect of the paradigm was the self-completion of the
questionnaires by the young participants. Because the children were not used to

completing questionnaires, this was hard work for some of them. Unfortunately the
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schools' schedules of access for the interventions did not include a mechanism for

assisting each child in completing the questionnaires.

3.0 Educational Implications of the Study

Ironically despite the difficulties involved in teaching complex material to children, it
is possible that some of the strategy's success was brought about by the challenging
nature of the midrash texts. Bruner's (1966c¢) suggestion that learning is motivated by
curiosity (p. 114) seems apt when viewing the children's comprehension of the difficult
elements in midrash. For example one student was so pleased with herself for being
able to review the thought process of a particular interpretation that she smiled widely
as she did so. This was an illustration of body language (Kamler, 1997) conveying the
child's happiness at her achievement of interpretive understanding. Indeed the data
seemed to reflect the receptivity of children to intellectual challenges (see Fisher,
1995, p. 111). Similarly I found that some bright students with behavioural difficulties
were more calm and engaged when they found that a particular midrash text
challenged them to think. Other students acknowledged plainly that they enjoyed
thinking deeply like A.G. who suggested, "I like thinking."

3.1 Implications for Jewish Literacy

Chapter one outlined the importance of Bible study — together with midrash — for
Jewish literacy. The writings of Rosenak, Chazan and Stern described the issue there.
Rosenak (1987) explained that the religious literature of a community provides an
existential link to that which is sacred. Thus Chazan (2005) pointed out that the
centrality of Bible education in Jewish schools is a reflection of the role of the Bible as
the Jewish community's religious legacy. Similarly Stern (2003b) noted that Jewish
literacy is linked to a deep familiarity with Jewish sacred texts. So how do the
outcomes of this study tie in with these issues? The outcomes of the study seem to
indicate that the explicit teaching of midrash is advantageous for Bible studies; for a
deeper understanding of the Bible story and for understanding the relationship between
text and interpretation. Accordingly when rabbinic interpretation is put into perspective

for the student this helps to solidify his/ her educational foundation in Biblical
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understanding. Moreover the data tend to reflect Wachs' (1990) suggestion that value-
laden midrash texts are useful for teaching religious ethics and values.
Thus the deeper understanding of Bible and of religious values that are offered by

midrash can expand the student's Jewish literacy.

3.2 Implications for General Studies

Perhaps students' literary skills may be expanded through learning midrash texts that
employ different literary strategies. For example one American student suggested that
the parable is a simple story that is similar to the Bible story, "Somebody did
something bad, and the[y'Jre caught (A.P)." Thus the process of reading midrash texts
can shed new light on literary devices as they are harnessed for interpretive elucidation
of the Biblical text. As one of the British girls reflected (on literary devices),

"Chumash leaves blanks which the midrash quotes and explains.”

It is possible that the explicit teaching of midrash also expands the analytical thinking
capabilities of the students as they analyse the Bible story through the viewpoint of the
interpretive midrash text. It may also be true that the students' metacognitive skills are
expanded as they think about what midrash entails. Indeed at post-test A.P. made the
following metacognitive remark when she was asked to describe the most interesting

part of the mini-course: "I thought it was really interesting when we learned how to
think about midrash."”

One issue that was beyond the scope of this study and may be valuable for further
research relates to the truth value of midrash. To put it another way one might want to
explore children's attitudes to Jewish sacred texts. As children begin to think more
about midrash it would stand to reason that such an exploration of children's views of
sacred texts aside from, or indeed including, the Bible itself could prove meaningful.
Additionally another question that was beyond the scope of this study relates to the
possibility that superficial teaching of religious texts may lead to unquestioning

acceptance or even to indoctrination. This may be an avenue for further research.
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Appendix A: Midrash Survey

Oral Traditions of Midrash

Midrash developed from oral traditions into written texts (Shinan and Zakovitch,
1986). This section will look at the development of traditions of midrashic narratives
and the attempts by scholars to determine their antiquity. It will also briefly examine

exegetical traditions.

Although the earliest existing midrashic collections were redacted in the amoraic
period,'® "they are, presumably, the literary representatives of a much older, oral

process (Jacobs, 1995)."
Narrative Traditions

One of the trademarks of midrash is the tendency to elaborate on the Bible story
through narrative expansions. This began as an oral process. Oral roots can be inferred
through an analysis of parallel midrashic texts. These are texts that can be found in
different midrash collections that share a common narrative. Scholars have noticed that
the common narrative is often slightly altered from one text to the next. They infer
that these alterations reflect oral changes that have been made through the course of
time. Heinemann (1974) focuses on the aural aspect of oral tradition, and its impact on
the process of oral transmission. Accordingly, he attributes the changes made in
narratives found in midrash, to the receiver (listener) of the oral transmission. The role
of the receiver, Heinemann emphasises, is crucial to the accuracy of the oral process.
Clearly, if he does not listen attentively, he is prone to re-transmit the story
inaccurately, causing inadvertent changes. (Incidentally, these aural changes do not
read like textual or transcription errors.) Similarly, if his memory of the material is
inaccurate, he may not transmit the material accurately. Imperfect recall can result in
various forms of corruption including paraphrasing of the narrative of the story, instead

of word for word transmission; changes in the detail of the narrative; and repetition of

8See “Classification of midrash” below.
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phrases in a story, an indication of a concerted effort to remember crucial aspects of

the tale.

As a result of the aforementioned aural and memory factors, the redacted tradition

reflects the oral process itself, including the development of parallel, but not identical

narratives.

Although scholars agree that midrash evolved as an oral tradition, they cannot agree
upon the age of these traditions. This is due to the fact that it is impossible to date
these traditions with any certainty. In order to get some idea of their antiquity,
scholars have examined the narrative contents in order to determine external cultural
influences on midrashic tradition. For example they have found that some of these
influences could originate in the pre - Biblical period. Similarly some midrashim may
have been influenced by other cultures that existed in the second Temple period (c.300
B.C.E) (Jacobs, 1995).

Exegetical Traditions

In addition to oral traditions for extra-Biblical narrative, there is evidence of the
existence of oral traditions for Scriptural exegesis. Albeck (1987) demonstrates this
aspect of midrashic development by pointing out that identical exegetical derivations
appear in disparate midrashic works. This, he asserts, is an indication of an early

unwritten tradition which made its way into different written collections.

Additionally, it is possible to identify evidence of exegetical traditions linking
Pentateuchal verses with Hagiographic texts. This is manifested by themes which are
linked midrashically. An example is the rabbinic exegesis of the book of Canticles in
Canticles Rabbah. The Hagiographic text refers to a love affair between a man and a
woman. Rabbinic tradition sees this story as a metaphor for the love of God for Israel.
Thus, the events that take place in the story are interpreted metaphorically as events in

the history of Israel.

Oral traditions, whether for elaborative or exegetical purposes, formed the backbone of

midrash and its development. The rabbis, in addition to passing on these traditions by
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word of mouth, took these traditions one step further - they expounded and elaborated

upon them. This activity took place in various forums.

The Practical Development of Midrash

Batei midrash (rabbinic study houses) and Synagogues were forums for derashot
(rabbinic expositions of Scripture). Not much is known of the nature of the beir
midrash in Amoraic Palestine. Rubbenstein (1999) asserts that, “there is no scholarly
consensus on this issue (p.22)." It is most probable that the Rabbis taught small groups
gathered around themselves in disciple circles. These circles dispersed when the

Rabbinic masters died, at which time the students attracted disciples of their own.

Synagogues have existed in Israel since the second Temple period (¢. 516 B.C.E. - 70
C.E.). According to Levine (2000), "The synagogue incorporated Jewish communal
life within its walls: the political and the liturgical, the social and educational, the

judicial and the spiritual (p.158)."

Part of the educational mission of the synagogue was accomplished through the
weekly Bible sermon (Heinemann, 1974). These public lectures delivered on the
Jewish Sabbath included Scriptural exegesis, homiletics and religious exhortation. The
role played by the sermon increased in importance after the destruction of the Jewish
Temple in Jerusalem, in 70 C.E. At that time, the sermon served as a means for the
rabbis to encourage and console the Jewish community after the tragedy of the

destruction and its aftermath.

The first century synagogue [became] a pivotal institution in Jewish life, one that
played a major role in enabling communities .. to negotiate the trauma and challenges

created by the Temple’s destruction (Levine, 2000, p. 158).

The profusion of midrashic material in the classical period (which dates to

approximately four centuries after the destruction of the Temple), however, seems to
parallel the rise of the Christian, Byzantine powers over Palestine, and their negative
stance toward the Jewish population. "Roman legislation went out of its way to limit

the legal status of the Jews .. Protection was granted to Jews who abandoned their
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religion (Gafni, 1987, pp. 26-27)." Additionally, the code of Theodosius II (438 C.E.)
forbade the Jews from building new synagogues. These events presented a challenge
to the Jewish leadership in their struggle to maintain their followers’ sense of
community, and sustain their belief in the Torah and its values. During this period, the
synagogues became distinctively religious institutions. Orientations of synagogue
buildings were toward Jerusalem and Temple related matters were introduced into the
liturgy (Levine, 2000). It is fair to assume that an abundance of derashot were
delivered by the rabbis, at this time, to strengthen the resolve of the Jewish

community.

Based on the foregoing discussion, one can conclude that existing midrash literature is
a reflection both of rabbinic oral traditions and of the Jewish experience in the rabbinic

period.
Classification of Midrash

Midrash can be broadly categorised as halakhic (pertaining to Jewish law) or aggadic
(non - legal) in content. This study focuses on midrash aggadah, and its texts, only.

Aggadic discourse contains,

religious truths, maxims of morality, colloquies on just retribution, descriptions of
Israel’s greatness in past and in future, scenes and legends from Jewish history, parallels
drawn between the institutions of God and those of Israel, praises of the Holy Land,
edifying accounts and all kinds of consolation (Strack, 1969, p. 202).

Aggadic midrashim (plural of midrash) are at times exegetical, interpreting a Biblical
text verse by verse. At other times they are homiletic, reading like a public sermon.
The existing written collections of early midrash date back to Palestine toward the end

of the amoraic period'® (400 - 640 C.E.).* These are known as classical amoraic

1 The rabbis who were active from the completion of the Mishnah (c.200 C.E.) until
the end of the completion of the Talmuds (c. 500 C.E.) were called amoraim.
20 A detailed table of midrashic classifications can be found in (Herr in Encyclopaedia

Judaica vol. 11, p. 1511.
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midrashim. The oldest of these is Genesis Rabbah, an exegetical collection on
Genesis. (This collection is used in the midrash mini-course that is discussed in the
methodology chapter.) Among the literary structures found in perfect form in this
collection is the proem. It introduces an exposition of a segment of Biblical text, and
may have been delivered as a public lecture. It typically expounds upon a verse from
the Hagiographa, linking it to the chief verse of the public weekly reading of the

Pentateuch.

The middle period of midrash begins with the Moslem conquest of Palestine and
continues until the end of the tenth century. Midrashim were also composed during
the Medieval period. However, these commentaries are quite unlike classical midrash.

For example, there are no proems, and the Hebrew is Medieval.

The Audience Controversy

The modern reader of these texts might well ask to whom this rabbinic literature was
speaking. Who was the intended audience? The answer to this question is mired in a
controversy, involving two schools of thought: One that insists that the audience
included the general Jewish public. While the other maintains that these midrashim

were discussed exclusively in scholarly forums.

Modern scholars examine these midrashim from different perspectives in order to
determine the composition of the audience. Ginzberg (1967) analyses the language of
the midrash. He asserts that the use of commonly spoken Galilean Aramaic, in stories
and anecdotes featured in Genesis Rabbah, suggests that popular sermons (as opposed
to scholarly discussions) were a major source for its material - thus supporting the

theory of the general audience (in Jacobs, 1995).

Similarly Heinemann (1970) concentrates on midrashic style. From this vantage point,
he agrees that the audience was mostly the general Jewish public. He justifies this
assertion by calling attention to rhetorical devices used in these lectures, devices

necessary to keep a general (non - academic) audience engaged.
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Fraenkel (1996) controverts these positions asserting that the audience was composed
of scholars only. He argues that the material contained in today’s midrash collections
1s too complex, or requires too much Scriptural background, for the average Jew of
rabbinic times to have understood. Thus, he asserts that most of the extant material

stems from discussions held by the rabbis amongst themselves, in batei midrash.

It is unclear how Fraenkel (1996) would respond to Heinemann (1970) on the role of
rhetorical devices in existing midrash literature. One might have thought that these
devices would be unnecessary for scholarly discourse in the beit midrash. This would
seem to weaken Fraenkel’s (1996) thesis. However, his thesis may be supported in
either of the following contexts: Firstly, not much is known of the nature of the beit

midrash in amoraic Palestine,

there is no scholarly consensus on this issue. It is most probable that the rabbis taught small
groups gathered around themselves in disciple circles. These circles dispersed when the
rabbinic masters died, at which time the students attracted disciples of their own (Rubenstein,
1999, pp21-22).

It is possible that the rabbis had to be creative in their teaching methods in order to
maintain the interest and loyalty of their small following. This may be the motivation

for the rabbinic exhortation in Mishnah Avot to “Raise up many disciples.” (1:1)

Further support for Fraenkel’s (1996) thesis may be found in his analysis of rabbinic
rhetorical activity. While describing the rabbis’ use of linguistic and aural plays on
words, he categorises this aspect of exegesis as the bread and butter of midrash. Hence,
for Fraenkel, it would seem that rhetorical devices are characteristic of midrash in all

forums, scholarly or public.

As is the nature of any controversy, the question in this “audience controversy”

remains open to further discussion and research.

Scholarly Approaches to the Modern Study of Midrash
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Louis Ginzberg’s (1967) approach to midrash was through its legends. His interest
was in what he considered the popular folk literature of ancient Judaism.?!
Accordingly, he researched the origins of the Jewish legends that can be found in
midrash, as well as in other rabbinic and early Christian sources. Ginzberg (1967)
concluded that they were of a popular nature; were Biblical in character; and that they
had circulated among the Jews for many centuries. He explained that these legends
supplied nourishment to the Jewish imagination as it roamed through the Bible, finding
its way into midrash because of its sacred value to the rabbis. The rabbis, in turn,
elaborated upon these legends when they included them in their midrash
commentaries, using them for didactic purposes. By connecting Jewish legends to
Scripture through their exegesis, the rabbis ensured that these narrative traditions
would be secured a long life. Accordingly the rabbis sanctioned them while utilising

them for their religious, homiletical objectives.

Ginzberg’s chief work, The Legends of the Jews, provides a synopsis of Jewish
legends paralleling the Biblical story. Additionally, it provides a comprehensive,
scholarly index of sources of these legends which is unparalleled in modern midrash

scholarship.

The weakness in Ginzberg’s (1967) approach, however, lies in his attitude to midrashic
exegesis. He regarded exegesis as a tool - useful, solely, for sustaining the life of
Jewish legend. He viewed the rabbinic scholarship in midrash as "later learned
additions" to the "original elements" (volume I, p. xi). David Stern (2003a) notes that,
"in the course of his own career, Ginzberg himself, partially revised his earlier views. ..
[In his later years] Ginzberg acknowledged that most frequently scholastic ingenuity
[namely, midrash] and popular fancy both contributed toward the production of these
legends." (p. 12) With this revision, he addressed his earlier disregard for midrashic

exegesis.

In contrast to Ginzberg’s popular view of midrash, Fraenkel’s (1996) approach to all

aspects of midrash is a scholarly and serious one. He maintains that midrashic

IStern (2003) p. 9.
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exegesis was part of the erudite learning that took place in rabbinic study houses. It
was through midrash that the rabbis communicated their views on religion and ethics;
the Jewish nation, its genealogy and tradition; the non-Jewish nations; the creation and
nature (Volume 1, p. 1). Thus, the ethos and philosophy of the rabbis, matters crucial
to Judaism, are seen as the underpinnings of all the material in midrash. Accordingly,
Fraenkel views the legends found in midrashic works as important and scholarly,
rather than popular, creations. He maintains that the proximity in the Talmud® of
these legends to discussions of Jewish law proves their seriousness in the eyes of the

rabbis.

Fraenkel demonstrates the critical, religious (Jewish) basis of midrashic legend, while
praising the rabbis’ creativity - their ability to weave their didactic message into the

fabric of the legend.

With regard to Jewish legends, he makes the case that popular, mythical stories were
introduced into midrash and reworked, by the rabbis, for their spiritual, didactic aims.
These, he suggests, may include the dispelling of superstitions contained in popular

myths.

In contrast to both Ginzberg (1967) and Fraenkel, Heinemann’s (1974) approach to
midrash is primarily through its homiletical encounter with its audience. He points out
that the rabbis’ primary objective was to engage their general, Jewish audience in the
study of Torah and to make it come alive for them. The following paragraph

encapsulates Heinemann’s approach to midrash:

[The rabbis] packaged their innovative and far-reaching ideas in the modes of stories and
explanations, parables and short tales; and [they] ingenuously developed, through the medium
of the public sermon, which was designed for the widest possible audience, a multi-coloured
rainbow of rhetorical devices, of realization of the abstract; [of] envisioning; in order to
capture the hearts of the people and to train their thoughts on [their] tradition. (pp. 8-9)

(translation mine)

22 1 egends are found in the Talmud as well as in midrashic works.
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He highlights the creativity of midrashic exegesis and its power as a tool for teaching
Torah. However, his approach presents midrash as it was meant to the audience of that
historical period. This makes his approach somewhat limited from the point of view of

the current midrash student.

The work of Isaac Heinemann has been discussed in many sections of this chapter
already. Thus, in order to avoid needless repetition, this section will just briefly
summarise his approach to midrash. This will enable the reader to view the modern,

scholarly approaches side by side.

Isaac Heinemann’s (1949) approach to midrash is comprehensive, applying to all
aspects of midrash, including Jewish legend, Scriptural exegesis and homiletics. The
basic assumptions of his approach are twofold. In the first he outlines the rabbinic
view that Scripture is the basis of Judaism, containing its laws, ethics, morals and
theology. The second assumption concerns the purpose of interpretation. This, 1.
Heinemann describes as the rabbis’ fulfilment of their obligation to maintain the
religious piety of their followers. To this end, the rabbis approached their sacred
Scripture, both in popular and scholarly venues, with an interpretive eye that was both
erudite and imaginative. Indeed, their didactic messages were not limited to the

audience of their day, but continue to resonate with the modern student of midrash.

Daniel Boyarin (1990) finds weaknesses in both [. and J. Heinemann’s approaches.
He maintains that I. Heinemann wrongly ignores the historical and social context in the
production of midrashic texts; Thereby losing some of their force and meaning.
Conversely, Boyarin rejects J. Heinemann’s representation of midrash, claiming that it

"places midrash too firmly in its own historical circumstances (p. 10)".

Accordingly, he suggests a different, literary approach to reading midrash texts, the
intertextual approach. Boyarin (1990) explains that the reader should view the Bible
as a mosaic of discourse. As is the nature of dialogue, each discourse articulates more
than one viewpoint and at once reflects and reinterprets that which came before it.
Thus the Bible can be seen as a self glossing text. The rabbis, accordingly, embrace

the entire inter textual mosaic: As each textual stratum strives to fill out the Biblical
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picture, it rewrites the earlier text, transforming the meaning of Scripture in the

process.

His intertextual model suggests that it is the intertextuality that leads to ambiguity in
Scripture. Therefore, just as the full presentation of a mosaic must be viewed as a
totality of its fragments, so, too, a complete textual understanding requires the reading
of more than one textual segment. Boyarin (ibid.) finds support for his model in the
Jerusalem Talmud which says, “The words of Torah are poor in one place and rich in
another.”" The rabbis, Boyarin maintains, in their reading of Scripture, explore its
ambiguities and intertextual relations in order to draw their own interpretive picture.
Boyarin (1986) suggests, therefore that in this way midrash, thus, creates its own

dialogue with the Biblical text, while raising its latent ambiguities to the surface.

Boyarin (1990) offers a compelling model for reading Scripture as a whole unit,
(despite its contradictions, repetitions and gaps) and for reading midrash. However, in
his effort to place midrash in the framework of modern literary scholarship, Boyarin
seems to de-emphasise the sanctity of Scripture and the essentially religious nature of
rabbinic interpretation. Instead, he characterises the religious context of rabbinic
exegesis as "cultural codes" (p.12) which both motivate and limit the production of
midrash. By not discussing these codes or ideological motivations, he ignores that

which makes midrashic literature unique.

In contradistinction to Boyarin’s somewhat secular approach, David Stern (1996)
offers a modern, literary approach to midrash which applies the rabbis” own tradition
of Scriptural polysemy - "the habit of presenting multiple interpretations for Scriptural
verses or phrases"(p. 16). He introduces this notion - of numerous meanings for
Scripture - through its rabbinic derivation in Talmudic discourse. The rabbis validate

the principle of Scriptural polysemy through Scriptural exegesis.

» Tractate Rosh Hashanah (3: 5).
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In its locus classicus, cited by Stern (1996), two different proof texts are presented as
sources for the principle of Scriptural polysemy.?* Let us examine one of them. Once
God has spoken, but ¢wice I have heard. (Psalms 62: 12) The interpretation offered,
exegetically changes the word once to one, and twice to two- as if to say that one verse

has several senses.

Stern considers Scriptural polysemy a "virtual ideological cornerstone of midrashic
exegesis"(ibid, p.18). This notion provides a view of tradition as heterogeneous, which
is to say, speaking with more than one voice (Fraade, 1991; See also Sifrei, 306). As
Stern comments, elsewhere (1986), "The other opinion represents the basic delight
midrash always takes in offering still another interpretation, no matter what its

relevance to the theme at hand may be (p. 112)."

This approach to Scripture in general, and to its interpretation, is not without its
problems. The difficulty lies in defining its boundaries. Did the rabbis consider
Scripture a text completely open to any interpretation? Indeed, the rabbis, themselves,

grappled with this question.

Viewing midrash from this perspective, Stern (1996) offers the following ideological

explanation for a polysemic approach to Scripture:

...the object of midrash was not so much to find the meaning of Scripture as it was literally to
engage its text. [Following the destruction of the Templel midrash became a kind of
conversation the rabbis invented in order to enable God to speak to them from between the
lines of Scripture, in the textunal fissures and discontinuities that exegesis discovers. The
multiplication of interpretations in midrash was one way, as it were, to prolong that

conversation (p. 31).

To summarise the above approaches one can say that they follow a common thread.
Although modern midrash scholars approach midrash from different angles - Ginzberg,
from the perspective of Jewish legend; Joseph Heinemann, from a homiletical point of

view; Boyarin and Stern with literary points of view; and Fraenkel and Isaac

2*Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 34a.
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Heinemann from more comprehensive perspectives - they share the conception of
midrash as a rabbinic didactic tool. They agree that midrash was an expression, both,
of Torah learning for the rabbis, and a reflection of their motivation to keep Scripture

close to the minds and hearts of their followers.

The Relationship of Derash to Peshat’™

A survey chapter on midrash would be incomplete without a discussion of a different
interpretive perspective on Scripture, namely peshat. Although there are references to
this view of interpretation in the Talmud, it is not clear how the rabbis defined it*°.
Biblical commentators in the middle ages, however, interpreted this perspective as
focusing on the plain meaning of the text (Jacobs, 1995). Some modern scholars

dispute this narrow definition.

Weiss-Halivni (1991) points out that the Hebrew root of the word peshat is p-sh-t,
which means to extend. He asserts that extension also carries the connotation of
context. Thus it is his view that the peshat of a particular verse is obtained by viewing

the word or verse in its textual context.

Loewe (1964) analyses the meaning of peshat from its linguistic root as well.
However, he understands its source, p-sh-t, as connoting to spread (as opposed to
extend). He broadens this definition to include the, "diffusion of an opinion, by a
teacher in a position to express it .. consequently [meaning] authoritative teaching (p.
181)". The emphasis, here, 1s put on the point of view of the teacher (and his received
interpretation) over the Scriptural context. Thus peshat may vary its focus depending
on the traditional interpretation of a particular verse. Jacobs (1995) elaborates upon
this definition. He describes the acceptance of received, traditional interpretation of
Scripture as the "exegetical reality " of the rabbis (p.13). The authenticity of the
received interpretation creates the reality of meaning, the only true interpretation.

Hence, Jacobs interprets peshat as exegetical truth.

25 peshat is commonly translated as the plain meaning of Scripture.

See for example, Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 63a.
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Whether one is to define peshat as the plain, contextual, or authoritative view of a
Scriptural text, one might wonder, “What is its relationship to derash?” Some scholars
view derash as an addition to peshat (Heinemann, 1949). Reasons for addition include,
elaboration of the text; strengthening its meaning with a deeper explanation; and
presentation of a different connotation, to form a multi-layered view when seen
together with the plain, or contextual, meaning. Others believe that the rabbis intended

to place their midrashic interpretations within the boundaries of plain meaning (Jacobs,
1995).

Occasionally, however, derash contradicts peshat (in its sense of plain or contextual
meaning of Scripture). Heinemann (1949) offers several explanations for this. These
include the rabbinic need to preserve the honour of Israel and its righteous people; and

the need to preserve religious morals.

Fraenkel (1996) maintains that peshat (plain or contextual meaning) is not relevant to
the act of derash. He draws a comparison to the world of theatre. Thus he suggests
that just as the world of make-believe exists alongside the real world, the world of
derash exists alongside the world of peshat. Likewise, just as the world of theatre is
predicated upon different norms from the real world, so too, the world of derash has its
own norms of interpretation. The object of midrash, he offers, is to uncover the ‘other
world,” the hidden meaning of the text; Thereby bringing new meaning into the

reader’s everyday life (volume 1, p. 84).

To summarise, the differing opinions given for the meaning of peshat reflect the
difficulty in defining it. Accordingly the difference between plain, or contextual,
meaning and derash is far greater, conceptually, than authoritative meaning and
derash. The latter meaning seeming to meld itself into the traditional, rabbinic
interpretations that constitute derash. Thus, clearly, the nature of the relationship of

peshat to derash still needs further study.

This chapter has investigated midrashic interpretation of Scripture from its definition

and classification; through its oral traditions; its ideological motivations; and strategies
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of interpretation. It was incumbent upon the investigator to address the issue of other

Jewish methods of Scriptural interpretation. Hence, the discussion, above, on peshat

Whichever way one defines peshat, the existence of different traditions of
interpretation highlights the richness of potential meaning that is bound up with every

verse in Scripture.

Appendix B: Letter to Head Teacher: Request for Access

Dear Rabbi G.:

Thank you so much for considering my request to teach 10 lessons at <your school>. | know
that D. has told you a little about me, but | would like to elaborate further.

| am currently pursuing a doctorate in education, Ed.D., at the Institute of Education, London.
The Institute is an international teacher-training institution and is part of the University of
London. | am in the international EdAD program, which means that | commute to London from
Israel for doctoral seminars, research and for meetings with my supervisors. The international
EdD is a practical doctorate which requires practical educational work in addition to the
theoretical work of the thesis. The international component means that research is done
internationally, In my case the framework demands practical educational work in London,
Israel and the U.S.

My interest is in teaching midrash, explicitly, in elementary school. My thesis posits that it is
worthwhile, even necessary, to teach midrash explicitly, instead of in an ad hoc adjunct to
Chumash lessons. To this end | have done midrash work in 3 schools in Jerusalem and in 1
school in London. The work in Israel has included focus group work in order o ascertain kids'
understanding of midrash as well as classroom interventions in the form of teaching my
midrash mini-series. The same mini-series has now been taught in 3 schools.
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The miniseries, as you know, consists of 10 taught lessons in midrash. The age group for all
interventions is 5th grade, in co-ed. classes. The framework has been set up by my
supervisors, so the 10 lessons must be given to a single class. They maintain that less than
10 lessons to a single class cannot constitute reliable research. Therefore, this point is,
unfortunately, non-negotiable.

The pedagogical basis of the mini-series is the need to familiarise kids with the basics of
midrash knowledge in order for them to understand the seriousness of midrash texts, their
educational value and their purpose in explaining the Torah. The areas of midrash knowledge
covered by the mini-series include morals in midrash (e.g. tsniut); the purpose of aggadic
narrative and its depth of interpretation; non-literal language in midrash and the necessity to
understand it non-literally and mashal in midrash (and its interpretive function). The
overarching aim is to furnish the children with a positive and comprehensive view of the
purpose of midrash. They can, in turn, build on this basic midrash knowledge through learning
further midrash texts as they advance in their Torah education.

Being a graduate of <your school> myself, | look to <your school> as a school that exempiifies
good Torah education, and one that involves itself in improvements in Torah teaching. | had a
very positive experience many years ago when | attended <your school>, and | have heard
excellent reports about <your school> over the years. It is for this reason that | seek
permission to teach my mini-series at <your school>. | believe that the school is a good fit for
educational dialogue regarding improvements in Torah teaching, and that midrash is an area
in which this dialogue should occur. 1 would be happy to include some time to meet with
teachers and to discuss the issues of midrash education, if you would be interested.

I have received positive feedback from the kids in the other schools in which | have taught my
miniseries. Kids have responded saying that, 'l learned what midrash is, 'l learned that midrash
answers questions about the Torah,' 'midrash makes it interesting to learn Torah,’' ‘midrash
helps us understand the Torah.' and 'midrash gives differing explanations for what happens in
the Torah, and then | can choose its explanation.' The overwhelming response from all the
schools has been positive. While principals were understandably hesitant at first, they were
pleased that their students were exposed to the midrash mini-series. They also wanted the
Chumash teacher to stay in the class while 1 taught so that she/ he could learn from my
method. | have found these teaching experiences to be rewarding from a teaching perspective
as well as from a research perspective.

| belive that it would be beneficial for your students to engage in my midrash mini-series and to
gain a foundation in midrash knowledge; and | do hope that you will agree to et me teach it.

| thank you in advance for your consideration, and for your prompt and timely response.
| can be reached either at: deenaedd@yahoo.co.uk
[ look forward to your reply.

Many thanks,
Deena Sigel
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form

Informed Consent for Midrash Teaching
(adapted from Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (1999). Designing qualitative research

(3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, p. 99)

Informed Consent for Dissertation Research -

Teaching Midrash in Elementary School

Dear Parents,

I am a doctoral student at The Institute of Education which is associated with
the University of London. I am in the process of writing my doctoral dissertation. The
program in which I am enrolled is an international doctoral program which is based on
practical (teaching) research. I am interested in developing methodology for teaching
midrash to elementary school students. Thus far, in addition to preliminary, practical
research in a school in Jerusalem, I have tested my methodology in two other schools
in Jerusalem and in one school in England. The last element of my practical research
involves teaching midrash to American students, specifically at <name of school>.
Thus, the dissertation will involve an analysis of the results of applying my
methodology in these international settings. My focus is on 5t graders in co-
educational classes, in Orthodox elementary schools. Each study involves teaching a
ten lesson midrash mini-series which I have designed specifically to teach students

about the workings of midrash.

Your child’s participation in this study will include at least one interview in
addition to filling out a questionnaire at the beginning and the end of the study; as well

as his/ her participation in the ten midrash classes which I will teach. Please note that
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all questions that will be put to the students will relate to midrash knowledge, and will

not be at all personal in nature.

In the write-up of this study, all names will be disguised in order to protect the

privacy of the students and the school.

This study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other appropriate
members of the Institute of Education community. The dissertation that results from

this work will be stored in the library of the Institute of Education, London.

I appreciate your giving consent for your child to participate in this study,
which will help me refine my methodology for teaching midrash in elementary school.
I hope to use this information to help my colleagues teach midrash meaningfully to
young students. If you have any questions please feel free to email me at
deenaedd@yahoo.co.uk. You may also contact my dissertation sponsor, Dr. Michael
Hand, at the Institute of Education, m.-hand@jioe.ac.uk.

Thank you again,

Deena Sigel

Please sign the consent form, below, to enable your child to participate in the

dissertation research project outlined above.

Signature Date:

Print Name

Name of participating student
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Appendix D: Questionnaire Appendix
Children's Understandings of Tick-box Options

While piloting the questionnaire, and during my evaluation of the IFS and its post-test
phase, I realised that I was expecting too sophisticated an interpretation of the abstract
questionnaire statements from my young students. Because of this the questionnaire
assessment at the early stage of the research was too stringent. The post-test interview
of the IFS was instrumental in this reflective process. For example, I learned from the
IFS that children sometimes view these statements in absolute terms. Thus, when I
asked them to agree or disagree with the statement that midrash teaches morals, they
would respond, "not always." This would lead them to choose, "sometimes." This
differs from the way that an adult might interpret these statements. An adult might
agree that midrash teaches morals in the sense that moral teachings are characteristic of
midrash in general; they appear in midrash texts. In contrast, the children would think
of individual midrash texts with which they were familiar and test the statements
against these specific texts. In this way, they preferred not to agree with statements
which did not apply equally to all midrash texts. This was true despite the fact that I
had not specified that the statement should apply to all midrash texts. Conversely,
some students felt that in choosing "sometimes," they were disagreeing with the more
universal statements. These students preferred not to tick the "disagree" box. For
example, to the statement, "It's always easy to understand midrash," a student would
respond, "sometimes." This was her way of saying that it is not always easy to
understand midrash. Her response would also enable her to maintain her stance that
some midrashim may be easy to understand. Indeed, one girl chose the "sometimes”

option for this statement and she added, "sometimes it[s] confusing."

Thus, my reflections on the students' responses in the IFS clarified for me what my
expectations should be for the three-part thesis study. Once I understood the way in
which the children evaluated my questionnaire statements, I decided to include the
"sometimes" response as an acceptable option for the midrashic characteristics that are

not necessarily universally true or false for all midrash texts.
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Appendix E: A Class Discusses Symbolism in Midrash

Teacher: The symbolism of the flag .. non-literal understandings..

A.G.: A flag stands out.

Teacher: .. how that might relate to making Abraham great.

AK.: The Israel flag. Everyone already knows it. Literally, people could see it. They

could see how great ..

Ar.G.: It's like a nationality because he [Abraham] starts a nation.

Teacher: Flags .. nationality, [we're getting] close. Midrash is about religious things ..
A.G. The flag on a ship. It's held up so people can see what's coming.

Teacher: Go on.

A.G.: People can see it from far and they know what to expect. They could be waiting,
like, for the Hashem boat; to get an idea of what He wants us to do.

Teacher: We have identity; it identifies something, but it's great ..

H.C.: Like the flag on a pirate ship .. I don't know...

Sh. A.: If a flag is brightly coloured it stands out. Also it's at the front of the ship.
They're leading the ship ..

Teacher: Has anyone ever heard the word flagship?

R. S.: If you have a whole load of ships like in the Armada, the leading ship.

Teacher: .. Are we getting close? Remember this is a midrash. Remember the symbols.
Think of Abraham. Think of making great.

S.R.: Everyone could see a flag. Everyone could see how great Abraham was. He was
the leader of a great nation so everyone would copy him.

Teacher: He would be demonstrating what?

A.G.: Faith in God.

Teacher: .. Think of the akeidah because, "nissah" is the introduction to the akeidah.
Symbolism, Abraham .. How are we making Abraham great?
A.R.: .Big. Abraham is showing that he is big; has faith in God. He's about to kill his

own child.

A.W.: When he did the akeidah his identity changed. He became a more holy person.
Teacher: Religious identity.
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S.B.: He is the beginning of Jewish identity. (British class, transcript)

Appendix F: Reading Parables in Midrash

Q: How does the midrash explain the idea of the blood calling out?

A: It's saying that it's so obvious that it's like the blood of Abel is calling out. It's
sayng: you can't hide from God.

Q: What kind of message does it teach?

A: It teaches that you can't hide from God and where God asks Cain where Abel is he's
asking to give Cain a chance to repent.

Q: What makes the parable an effective tool?

A: It makes a simple story that is similar to the peshar. Somebody did something bad,
and [they're] caught. For me the parable makes it much easier to understand what the
verse " the voice of the blood of your brother .." means and symbolises.

(A.P., homework)
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Appendix G: Quiz Contest Transcript

Teacher: Why did I bring a hook to class?

T.F.: Um, to show that the midrash is hooked onto the Torah, that its not just floating
in the air.

T.B.: Can I add to that?

Teacher: Yes.

T.B.: If it weren’t connected to a verse in the Torah it would just be weird information.
Teacher: Yes, it would seem strange, or pointless.

Teacher: Why did I bring a little Matrushka doll to class?

S.B.: Oh, that! To show the outer explanations of the midrash ..

Teacher: More than that.

S.B.: And to show how, um, ..

Teacher: almost there. To show that there are outer layers, but there are also ..

S.B.: Inner layers.

Teacher: Does anyone want to add to that?

B.W.: The outside things, that's, the midrash itself, then there’s the explanation and
deeper meaning and it goes very deep ..

Teacher: Which of our midrashim have ‘fill in the blanks’ for the missing part of the
story?

D.R.: um .. About the akeidah.

Teacher: What about the akeidah?

D.R.: The conversations.

Teacher: Very good. What are the two purposes of midrash?

Sh.B.: So like its teaching us, helping us understand Torah better, and helping us geta
little deeper into Torah and learning .. the things the Torah teaches us.

Teacher: You’ve given one reason.

Sh.B.: Also, it gives us a message, trying to teach us something, how to be better ..
Teacher: Moral message. Well done. Affer these things. What are we missing?

B.C.: What things?

Teacher: o.k. What is the biggest difficulty with the akeidah?

B.C.: Human sacrifice.

Teacher: B. is dying for a question! Hopefully .. Was that literal or figurative?
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Class: Figurative!

Teacher: How do the conversations help us come to terms with the difficulty of the
akeidah?

B.W.: The first one was with God and Satan, was that God really didn’t want, wasn’t
comfortable with the idea, like He was forced to do it. The second one with Isaac and
Ishmael, um, Isaac wasn’t [forced?] , um, he said he believed in God so much that if
God told him to do it, he would be willing to do it, and God would help him.
Teacher: Excellent. What do we learn from this midrash, about our forefathers?
B.W.: That they believed in God so much that they would even sacrifice themselves.
Teacher: Excellent. This is their righteousness. Allright. E, what is Bereishit Rabbah?.
E.L.: A collection of midrashim

Teacher: ok. G, which midrash used symbolism?

G.M.: Um, um, I think the one where it talks .. gidlo kenes lasfinah.

Teacher: And what was symbolic about it?

G.M.: Um, when Abraham got raised on a flag.

Teacher: I need an example of a midrash that looks simple at first, then it turns out to
be complex and deep. Looks simple and cute but turns out to be complex and deep.
One of ours was very deep.

A.P.: With the two conversations.

Teacher: Excellent. What about them was simple?

Teacher: S, do you want to add to that?

S.B.: I think it was the Cain and Abel, like the simple .. story

Other kids: The strawberries.

Teacher: That’s an interesting point, a parable is designed to be a simple story, to
explain something deep. Our case [in question] is where the midrash is built as such:
simple and deep.

In the parable, who was the owner of the garden ?

Y.B.: God. ‘cos he’s the one who caught the person red handed, He says, ‘I know he
did it’... and it was like, he was the owner of the precious thing and, like, someone
took it.

Teacher: Excellent, the owner of the precious thing.

Sh.B.: And it was like the blood was screaming.

B.W.: Can I add to that?
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Teacher: Yes.

B.W.: There’s no point in hiding it.

Sh.B.: It was obvious.

B.W.: He was the only one there, the only one that had a reason to do it.

Teacher: Well I think that the bigger point is that God sees everything; that God would
know who did it.

Teacher: What did we learn from gidlo kenes .. ?

T.F.: We shouldn’t take things so literally.

Teacher: o.k. that’s true. Now what was the actual meaning?

T.F.: We learned about his leadership.

Teacher: And what’s gidlo?

T.F.: He made him great.

Teacher: Did you all understand that? By demonstrating his faith he made him great;
he demonstrated his leadership qualities.

A.P.: A flag gets raised in the morning .. [I think that the reference is to the raising of
the American flag in the morning together with the declaration of the Pledge of
Allegiance to the United States.] God was raising Abraham to a higher level.
Teacher: Exactly. Abraham was being raised by God to higher heights.

What kind of heights?

B.W.: In his, um, importance.

Teacher: Importance, or?

Sh.B.: In his holiness.

Teacher: In his spirituality. Very good.

Teacher: E, what did we learn from nissah oto bevadai? He really tested him.

E.L.: Um, Because He wanted to see if he would go on the journey and he could have
said .. oh, I don’t want to do this ..

Teacher: Exactly, so that’s why it was a real test.

B.W.: So he wouldn’t be confused.

Teacher: God didn’t what?

B.W.: Um, stun him.

Teacher: Good. Well done everybody.

How does the midrash interpret the word devarim in, And it came to pass after these

devarim?

H.W.: dibburim. [words]
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Teacher: Good. You got it. And what were the dibburim?

H.W.: Conversations between Satan and God and Ishmael and Isaac.

Teacher: What is the straightforward meaning of devarim?

Class: Things.

Teacher: And the midrash re-interpreted in order to do what?

B.W.: To explain it. To explain why He asked Abraham to do it.

Teacher: Excellent. O.k. I would like at least one example of non-literal language in
midrash This is a question for S.

Sh.B.: He doesn’t know what literal is.

Teacher: o.k. if you take a midrash, and it means exactly what it says.

S.B.: Oh, o.k. sorry.

Teacher: One more minute to think about it. Think of our midrashim, think which had
non-literal language, that we didn’t take literally.

S.B.: Oh, .. When he had, like, blood screaming out to him.

Teacher: It is true, it is the language of the Torah, but I’m looking for an example of
the language of midrash.

S.B.: Oh, oh, you said, like, an example! You didn’t say midrash!

Teacher: 0.k. go on S, but that was correct about the Torah.

S.B.: Um,

Teacher: You can collaborate for 5 points.

S.B.: Ok, we have it, nissah oto kenes lasfinah.

Teacher: Ok. S, do you understand why?

S.B.: Yes.

Teacher: T, one more example of non-literal language in midrash. Think back ..The
rabbis purposely used figurative language.. seemed to be saying somehing that was not
quite right.

Several of the kids: Oh! [in tone of, ‘I just figured out what she’s looking for, I wish
she would call on me!’]

Teacher: When the midrash was too strange .. something doesn’t make sense.
[tension builds in the room!]

Teacher: When the midrash uses language that is not to be taken literally.

Y.B.: The midrash says that he didn’t look at his wife, but that’s not possible.
Teacher: O.k. do you all understand? This is non-literal language.

Class: Yes.
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Teacher: Last question: S, When the rabbis use a parable, what is the purpose of the
parable in the midrash? As in, the form of parable, how does it help the rabbis in their
midrash?

Sh.B.: I wan’t here for that lesson.

Teacher: O.k. guys, I have to move the question to another person. B, why do the
rabbis use parables in midrash?

B.W.: To relate to a topic in a different way; to explain something so that you can
understand it.

Teacher: That is correct. My final point about parables. It is a kind of story that the
rabbis make up in order to explain what’s going on in the Torah. They make up a very
simple story to explain, from real life, what’s going on in the Torah.

B.W.: Can I say something? You know how in the Torah the blood is crying out? It’s
not really related, but the juice dripping out is like tears, like crying out.

Teacher: Now you could go into a whole different imagery thing, and say, ‘As the
blood is the soul.” Allright. so, you have a point there, that blood is like life, and the
blood crying out is the soul crying out. Thank you very much.

Appendix H: Midrash Knowledge Profile for Lucy

Category List of Quotes Source for Quote

Seriousness Q: What did you learn for | Post-test questionnaire
the first time during this
series?

A: "Midrash isn't for little

children."

Q: Is midrash supposed to | Quiz, 13/7/04
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be for little children?
A: "No, the midrash is too

complex."

Q: Are the stories in
midrash aimed at little
children?

A: No, you have to think
deeper than the outer

reason.

Q: Do you think midrash
is meant for little kids?
A: No, because You have
to think deep and

sometimes non-literally."

h.w. #2

Post-test interview

Moralistic

Q: Name 2 tasks
performed by midrash.

A: Explains the Torah and
teaches morals or values of

good behaviour.

Q: Name 2 tasks
performed by midrash.

A: To fill in gaps in the
Torah (things that haven't
been explained) [and] to

Put across morals to us.

Q: Do you think you could

Quiz 30™ June 2004

Quiz, 14™ July

Post-test questionnaire
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explain what midrash is?
A: A story that might be
true that explains some
unfilled gaps in the Torah

and tells us morals.

Q: Do you think that any
of the midrashim in the
series had a moral?

A: Yes. The first one with
Avram and Saray and we

should be modest.

Post-test interview.

Exegetical

Q: What is the purpose of
midrash?

A: So, um, to give -

Let's say we don't know,
why, um, something
happened

to give a reason why
something

happened which is not
unclear, but to show
something that's not
completely clear. To give
reasons for things that
seem unclear.

Q: Why is it important to
us to explain why, or how,
things happened in the
Torah?

A: So that we don't get the

wrong idea about what

Class comment, 12/7/04
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they're trying to tell us.

Q: Would you like to learn
more midrash in your
school?

A: Yes. It [midrash] is a
nice way of thinking

reasons in the Chumash.

Q: Does midrash help us
in any way?

A: [Midrash helps us] to
understand unexplained
gaps in the Chumash and

gives morals.

Q: Does midrash change
the way we think of the
Bible story.

It makes you thin, 'yeah,
how did that happen?'
[midrash] makes you think
[about the story in the
Torah] from a different

perspective.

Q: What is the purpose of
midrash?

A: It explains the unfilled
gaps in the Torah.

Q: Why do you think we

learn midrash?

Post-test questionnaire.

Post-test questionnaire

Post-test interview.

Post-test interview
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A: First of all to get morals
from it, and second of all,
basically the same thing,
if we don't know what
something means in the
Torah, why something
happened..

Q: .. then what?

A: And then its easier fo
know what happened and
you can, like, know the

Bible better.

Non-literal ; Symbolic

Q: Which interpretation
was purposely
exaggerated?

A: That he [Abram] only
just realised that his wife
was beautiful.

Q: Why did the rabbis
purposely exaggerate?

A: to show that they were
both very modest, and that

we should be modest.

Q: What do we learn from
Abraham and the flag?

A: Others should follow.
Listen to God even if you

don't really want to.

Q: Abraham was made

Quiz, 6/7/04

Class comment, 13/7/04

Class comment, 14/7/04
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great like what? Made
great so therefore-?

A: Therefore the Jews can
point to Abraham and say
that that is what Judaism

1s.

Q: What did we learn from
He made him great like the
flag on the mast of a ship?
A: That the Jews can look
up and say that Abraham
resembles the Jewish

nation.

Q: What did we learn from
He gave him a real trial?
A: Abraham knew what he
was doing and he was

willingly participating.

Tick-box statement:
midrash is complex or
deep (has deep ideas in it)
Response choice:
sometimes.

"Sometimes you have to
take it literally and

sometimes not."

Q: Do you think midrash
is meant for little kids?

A: No, because you have

Quiz, 14™ July, '04.

Post-test questionnaire.

Post-test interview.
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to think deep and

sometimes non-literally.

Q: How about symbolism?
Did we have any of that?
A: Yes. With the flag and
saying that Abraham is,
like, the flag on a ship.

so Jews could say, 'that's
what our nation is like.

We are great.'

Q: Great in what way?

A: Is that we have faith in
God.

Q: So, does the symbolic
language help us? The use
of something like the flag?
A: Um, yes, to show how
great somebody is. If you
say something, um,
sometimes you don't really
understand. Um, it doesn't
seem so great if you say,
"Was that playtime good?
Yeah, it was great.'
Although it was amazing
you can't put it in a better
word. You just say that it
was good. 'Oh, yeah, it
was great' [she says in a
flat voice].

Q: Can symbolism confuse

us?

Post-test interview
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A: Sometimes it can if you
get it into the wrong bits
and pieces.

Q: What do you mean?

A: You use it as something
that the rabbi or the
midrash is not trying to tell

us.

Q: Do you think that any
of the midrashim in the
series had a moral?

A: yes. The first one with
Abram and Sarai and we
should be modest.

Q: And was that literal or
non-literal, their modesty;
or the midrashic
description of their
modesty?

A: Um, it said that Now I
know that you're
beautiful'; so it's kind of
you had to think a bit non-
literal.

Q: Uh, huh, and do you
think it was literal or
exaggerated when —

A: Tt was exaggerated.
[she knew what I was
about to ask so she just

jumped in!]

Post-test interview
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Q: Is midrash supposed to
be simple to understand?

A: Sometimes. Sometimes
you have to take it literally

and sometimes you don't.

Post-test interview

Narrative

Q: What is the midrash
trying to explain by
creating a conversation
between the Satan and
God?

A: To explain why God
asked Abraham to

sacrifice Isaac.

Q: In what way are the
aggadic stories in the

midrash useful to us?

A:
Aggadic stories: ..explain

something that is not clear

in the Torah.

Q: Give 2 interpretations
from the midrash on who
caused the akeidah.

A: The argument between
God and Satan. Satan said
that Abraham never ever
sacrificed anything to God
and God says that he only
does things for his son and

he would sacrifice his own

Quiz, 9™ July, 2004

Quiz, 12/7/04
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son.

The argument between
Isaac and Ishmael, where
Ishmael says that he didn't
make a fuss about having a
circumcision at 13 and
Isaac says that he
[Ishmael] only sacrificed
one part on his body to
God, Isaac would sacrifice

his whole body to God.

Q: What makes the
midrash add a little

story to the beginning of
the akeidah?

A:

To let us understand why

the akeidah took place.

Q: How does the midrash
connect itself to the part of
the Torah that it speaks
about?

A: Let's say with the
akeidah. No-one actually
knows why it happened, so
it explained why it
happened and said the
'things' had said before,
and so they use it that hint,

h.w. Unit 2.

Post-test interview.
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to make something ..

Parables

Q: Who is the parallel to
the owner of the Garden?

A: God.

Q: Which was the most
enjoyable lesson of the
series?

A: The one between Cain

and Abel, I liked because ..

I liked how they tried to
explain it with a story
[parable] .. it was a nice
idea of looking at it [a nice
way of looking at it].. how
they explained it or

interpreted it.

Class comment, 14/7/04

Post-test interview.

Complexity

Q: What was the most
interesting part of the

midrash series?

A: ..I could think deep.

Tick-box statement:
midrash is not very deep.
Response: sometimes.
"Sometimes you just look

at the top layer."

Q: Do you think midrash
is meant for little kids?
A: No, because You have

to think deep and

Post-test questionnaire

Post-test questionnaire

Post-test Interview.
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sometimes non-literally.

Q: Can you think of a
midrash that explains
things on different levels ?
A: The akeidah, that it
explains what these things
were, and why the akeidah
happened.

Q: What technique did that
midrash use?

A: They used, kind of
thing, hints from the Bible
to make something.

Q: What about the hints?
A: They made like an idea
or a story to make up what
could have happened or

might have happened.

Q: What makes .. midrash
complex?

A: You have to think deep
about why things don't
make sense. [she meant in
the midrash. She told me
in the interview that the
symbolism midrash didn't

'make sense' at first]

Q: Give me an example of
a midrash that looks

simple at first but then it

Post-test Interview

h.w. #2
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turns out to be complex
and deep.

A: The one where .. inner
and outer layers of the
babushka [matrushkal].
The conversations in the
midrash. The one with the
babushka when we talked
about the inner and outer

layers.

Q: Tell me about the
conversations.[akeidah]

A: Iliked how they took
the hints from what the
Bible was saying, and kind
of introduced it in, like a,
maybe a jealousy kind of
way or a 'showing-offy’
kind of way or in an

encouraging kind of way.

Post-test interview

Rashi Quotes Midrash?

Q: Does Rashi sometimes
quote midrash?

A: Yes

Q: Do you think Rashi
quotes midrash?

A: Yes.

Post-test interview

Post-test questionnaire




