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Mesores HaChinuch:  
Diverse Streams in Torah Education 

By Rabbi Zeev Kraines 
 

Grade Level: Elementary-Middle School, Administration 
 
Description: 
A study of the roots of the Ashkenazic curriculum and the "Maharal" method.  The study 
outlines the relevance of the "5 years for Mikrah..." prescription in contemporary chinuch 
in the light of halacha and mesorah.  Background footnotes and sources for 
mechanchim and mehnahalim offer the opportunity for further research into the subject. 
 
Goals/Objectives: 
Principals and teachers will examine the roots and explanations of the different 
approaches in chinuch to give them a broader understanding of the underpinnings to 
the derech halimud which many schools follow. 
 
Instructions: 

1. This is an informative, interesting treatment of the subject.  Principals may 
choose to share this at a teacher’s meeting or workshop. 
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Introduction 

 

In recent years, a new method of Torah teaching for children, attributed to the great 

Maharal of Prague, has grown in popularity both in Israel and in several cities in the 

Diaspora.  Based on the ancient educational 

Mikra, 10 yrs.old f ,1 this new system has the appeal of seeming to offer a 

return to the authentic methods of the Mesorah which supposedly have  been lost 

over the long Galus.  

 

And yet, as the proponents of this system freely admit, it seems that this type of 

teaching has few precedents from the Eastern European chadarim that spawned the 

Torah leaders of the generations. Ironically, the actual Mesorah of Torah teaching for 

children, as we know it, follows a timetable very different than the one described in 

Pirkei Avos.  

 

At the outset let me make clear that it is obviously not my intention to challenge the 

opinions of our great teacher, the Maharal of Prague. It is precisely because of the 

power and eloquence of goals and 

criteria of the prevailing which has not followed his programme, 

are in need of elucidation. Yet, as will be shown, our own unique mesorah of chinuch 

was also designed and maintained by Gedolim of many generations, and, as such, 

deserves to be properly understood by contemporary mechanchim and parents. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Mishna Avos:5,21 
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I. The Writing of the Oral Tradition 

 

Our study must begin from the watershed moment when  and his 

Sanhedrin permitted the writing down of the Oral Torah.2 Over time, this enormous 

change, compounded by other factors, has created a different path in Talmud Torah, 

which was recognized by the Rishonim and forms the base of the cheder system we 

have inherited from our fathers.  

 

Consider the effects of this dramatic shift on the study of Chumash and Tanach. 

From the time of Moshe until the first publication of the Masoretic text  (7  10th 

Century CE), the vowelization and accentuation (nekudos ve ) of the Tanach 

were part of the Oral Torah and thus had to be painstakingly memorized by young 

students.  This necessitated a five year programme focused almost exclusively on 

rote memorization. As Shulchan Aruch Harav explains: 

 

In those days, the vowels and notes were not written; 
[the text of the whole Tanach looked] like our Torah 
scrolls; they, therefore, needed to work for five years 
learning the entire scriptures many times, in order to 
learn the pronunciations and musical notes by heart. In 
those days, people spoke Hebrew, and, [of course,] 
when a child would begin to speak his father would talk 
with him in Hebrew. Therefore, there was no need to 
teach the children the meaning of the words. They had 
only to teach them how to read the letters with proper 
pronunciation and with the proper tune, and also how 
to read those verses that are to be read differently 
than how they are to be written.3 
 

 

With the proliferation of voweled Chumashim, especially after the development of 

printing in the 15th Century CE, the singular focus on memorization was superseded 

by other educational objectives.4  

 

                                                 
2 Rambam Introduction to Mishnah Torah 
3Shulchan Aruch Harav [Shulchan Aruch of Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi] Laws of Torah Study 1:1. 
4 ibid 
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The urgency of memorization was clearly affected as well.  The Sages opined that the 

forgetting of the Oral Torah through neglect in review was a culpable offence 

worthy of divine punishment.5  Thus, memorization was a serious religious obligation 

as well as an educational outcome.  However, according to Rav Chaim of Volozhin, 

after the Oral Torah was preserved safely in writing, the individual student, though 

certainly encouraged to memorize, was no longer held responsible for failing to 

inscribe it on the tablet of is heart.6  

  

The availability of printed texts also allowed teachers to put more focus on mastery 

of the Chumash, as opposed to the other books of the Tanach. As Shulchan Aruch 

Harav explains: 

 
Therefore, we are not accustomed now to teach 
children all of the Tanach as in their days. Because we 
rely on the student to learn them on his own when he 
is an adult.  Whereas in their days they had no written 
nekudos and taamim and had to memorize them. 
However, we must teach and review with them many 
times all the parshios of the Chumash, as they contain 
all of the Mitzvos and Mishpatim that the Talmud 
explains and the Pesukim, words and letters that are 
interpreted constantly in the Talmud.7 
 

 

II. The Role of Mikra after the Sealing of the Talmud 

 

Embedded in the above comment of the Shulchan Aruch Harav is an allusion to an 

even more fundamental insight into the way we approach the study of Chumash and 

Tanach. From the time of Moshe Rabbeinu until the sealing of the Talmud by Ravina 

and Rav Ashi in the 6th Century CE, students studied Mikra in order to derive 

halachic and aggadic meaning directly from their exegesis. Mastery of Mikra was thus 

a primary and autonomous goal, for without it the student would be locked out of 

any serious Torah study.  

 

                                                 
5 Mishna Avos:3,10 
6 Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin, as interpreted by Rabbi Yitchak Zeev Soloveitchik Peirush Al Hatorah, Vaeschanan 
cited in  Siddur Ishei Yisrael: 565. cf. Shulchan Aruch Harav ibid 2:4. 
7 Shulchan Aruch Harav ibid 1:6 
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With the sealing of the Talmud, the drashos of the Amoraim were fixed as the 

axioms for all subsequent halachic analysis. No longer was Mikra studied directly for 

its halachic ramifications. The Gaon Rav Yisrael Salanter (letter 18) explains: 

 

From the time of the sealing of the Talmud, the Torah 
pathway to understand and to rule directly from the 
Holy Writings, through the rules handed to us at Sinai, 
have been locked.  Only to the Talmud are our eyes 
turned to derive from it the Torah of Hashem and His 
ways. Even the greatest giant among men has no power 
except to search and reveal its hidden 
secrets
was in the days of Chazal. And the study of Mikra to us 
is - 8 
 
 

in his own essay on the Yeshiva Derech. He explains that since the ultimate goal of 

learning is to clarify how to act according to the divine will, it follows that Talmud 

should assume the role of Mikra, as it is now our sole gateway to halachic 

knowledge. Though Chumash study will always be a part of Talmud Torah, like any 

other, and certainly continues to serve as a vehicle for the imparting of Emunah, its 

curricular value is primarily as a preparartion for Talmud study.9 

 

III. The Prominence of Talmud Study 

 

The approach to Mikra as a bridge to Talmud study is articulated forcefully by the 

Chofetz Chaim and other renowned Gedolim in a kuntres for mechanchim and 

parents published in 1904. The kuntres contains a list of resolutions that emerged 

from a major conference convened to publicize the essential principles of Torah-true 

chinuch, in order to counteract the challenge of the new Haskalah schools. The first 

of the resolutions reads: 

 

Every Jew is obligated to teach his son the 5 Books of 
the Chumash with the correct interpretation as 
expounded by Rashi and the other classical 

                                                 
8 Rabbi Y Lipkin. Ohr Yisrael [Light of Israel] Letter 18 
9 Rabbi Y Kaminetsky, Emes Leyaakov: Nashim .  
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commentaries in a manner that is conforms to the 
tradition of our Sages.  This is in order that the minds 
and the hearts of the children should become 
accustomed to the principles of emuna, middos and 
fear of heaven that flow from the Torah. For the 
commentary of Rashi and these commentaries explain 
the Scriptures in a way that he who learns them will 
enter into the study of the Oral Torah, about which we 
beseech daily that Hashem should put into our hearts 

And this is why our 
Fathers hastened to introduce their sons to Gemara 
before they had completed the study of Mikra.10 
 

 

The value of Chumash learning with classic commentaries as a means to inspire to 

Emuna and Middos is duly noted. But the overarching outcome of that learning is 

clearly the study of Gemara.  

 

Most revealing is the approval of the early de-emphasis of Mikra in 

order to facilitate success in Gemara.  Indeed, Rav Yaakov Kamanetzky reports 

about his own childhood learning in the Lithiuanian tradition: 

 

According to the words o
Mi  so was the halacha  first the child was 
obligated to study the whole  Scripture and afterwards 
to study Mishna and Gemara. Yet even so, in the times 
of the great Poskim, the Bach and the Shach, and even 
until our generations, generations that were careful in 
the fulfilment of all Mitzvos to their finest detail, even 
so they abandoned the study of Tanach. I remember 
that even in my childhood when the child had not 
attained even a superficial knowledge of Scripture, he 
began the study of Gemara and abandoned completely 
the study of Scripture.11   

 
 
Admittedly, this complete abandonment of Mikra study needs to be understood in 

the context of a society, which is worlds away from own. It certainly is not in 

practice in contemporary schools.  But nevertheless, the early focus on Gemara as a 

                                                 
10 Rabbi Y M Kagan Chomas Hadas 
11 Rabbi Y Kaminetsky, op cit 



Mesores Hachinuch: Diverse Streams in Torah Education 
 

 8 

salient feature of Lithuanian Torah chinuch is clear from this comment and the 

proclamation of the Chofetz Chaim quoted above.  

 

Closer to our time, Rav Aharon Kutler, in a fundamental shiur given to American 

mechanchim underlined the importance of maintaining this approach, especially in the 

contemporary context: 

 
We must give greater emphasis to the study of 
Gemara.  The reason for this is more than the general 
obligation on all Israel to study the Oral Torah. It 
stems from the fact that the goal of encouraging further 
studies in the Yeshiva Gedolah, must guide the 
curriculum of the Elementary schools in both content 
and method. This is because the objective of producing 
talmidei chachamim in the full sense is also the most 
assured means of producing religious Jews, Bnei Torah, 

 
 
This requires the greater accentuation of Gemara study 
and also the initiation of Gemara study at a younger 
age. Because a later start will not afford a sufficient 
base for successful continuation on a Yeshiva Gedolah 
level.12 
 

 

 

 

The freedom from the arduous task of memorization gave prominence to the 

development , analytic thinking, as the crucial outcome of Torah 

education. This was also a change. Before the publication of the Talmud, the young 

student needed to memorize large amounts of material.  As such, the rebbe was not 

primarily charged with the task of sharpening the analytic skills of young children,13 

for t .14  Indeed, even with 

displayed penetrating 

analysis.15 

                                                 
12 Rabbi A. Kutler.  , in Mishnas Rabbi Aharon, vol. 3. 
13  
14 Rabbi Moshe Ibn Machir Ben Chamesh Lamikra in Seder Hayom  
15 Talmud, Horios 14a 
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But with the availability of printed texts, the defining virtue of the scholar became his 

 Shlomo Kluger 

from books.16 If this was true in the 19th Century, it is surely a truism in the 21st, as 

the accumulated Torah thoughts of the ages is searchable at the click of a button. 

process the mountains of wheat from our easily accessible silos.  

 

Admittedly, excellent scholarship will always require a combination of lomdus and 

expansive knowledge. No database can remotely compete with the richly nuanced 

memory stored in the heart of a Talmid Chacham. But, as the Steipler Gaon has 

reiterated in our own time, the emphasis has clearly shifted to analysis: 

 
In our time, after it became permissible to write the 
Gemara and we have Rishonim and Acharonim that 
teach us and enlighten for us the words of the Shas, the 
importance of review has decreased and the 
importance of analysis has increased -  though it is true 
that we must review many times simply to understand 
the subject properly.17 

 

Thus the acquisition of thinking skills has become the central objective of Torah 

l Salanter 

writes: 

 
As we think into the matter we find that there are 
things which are become permissible in order to 
achieve the goal of knowing the Torah correctly, that 
would not be justifiable in terms of the Mitzvah of 
Talmud Torah, taken simply.  For example: wasted 
ti
one can waste time going from city to city, even on a 
far journey, to seek a great teacher and receive from 
him the methods of study and analysis. Also [it is 
permissible] to spend time in relaxation and sleep, 

                                                 
16 Commentary to Pri Megadim Orach Chaim 136 
17 Kanievsky, Rabbi Y. 1986.   [Collected Letters], vol. 1 
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afterwards the mind is clear to analyse sharply and 
deeply.18 

 

 

 

The argument for sequential learning of Mikra, Mishna, then Gemara is based on the 

famous statement of Pirkei Avos, which we have quoted. Those who advocate a 

return to this method hold that this prescription is authoritative and thus halachicly 

compelling. Yet curiously, as noted by the Aruch Hashulchan,19 this oft quoted 

timetable is omitted by all halachic codifiers including  Rif, Rambam, Sefer Mitzvos 

Gadol and Rosh. The 5 year sequential periods are also entirely absent from the 

rulings of the Tur and Shulchan Aruch and their major commentators. 

 

The Aruch Hashulchan himself attributes this omission to the factors we have 

described above as well as to the opinion of Rabeinu Tam which we shall discuss: 

 
but the 

poskim do not bring this. It appears to me because in 
their day the whole Tanach was written without 

which is not so in our days. And so to the Mishna they 

time it would be almost impossible to spend 5 years on 
the Mikra and 5 
furthermore the Talmud Bavli is a composite of all 
these elements as Rabeinu Tam explains in Kiddushin. 20 
 

 

Parenthetically, though this interpretation is well based on the changed educational 

realities which have been discussed, the total silence of the poskim would still seem 

incongruent. Surely they should have at least mentioned the Mishna and then 

explained why it was not applicable.  Why, for example, would the Rambam not even 

remark on it in his Commentary to the Mishna? Rather, its complete omission from 

the writings of Rambam led the Rashbatz21 and the Shulchan Aruch Harav22 to 

conclude that i   text.  This is quite plausible 
                                                 
18 Rabbi Y Lipkin. Ohr Yisrael [Light of Israel] Letter 26 
19 Yorah Deah 245: 13 
20  Ibid 
21 Magen Avos 5, 21 
22 op cit 1, Kuntres Acharon 1 
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as the Tosafos Yom Tov23  and the Shinui Nuschaos24  report that it is missing from 

many manuscripts of the Mishna.   

 

But, whatever the reason for its omission, the reality is that there seems to be little 

evidence from the classical poskim that the timetable has  compelling halachic force. 

Moreover, when this Mishna is read in the context of its other clauses, one would be 

hard pressed to interpret it as even having halachic intent. What, for example, would 

be 

women.  

 

Indeed, even the Maharal25 himself interprets the Mishna not as a halachic imperative, 

but rather as describing the developmental stages of the human being. This approach 

is developed at length by Rav Shlomo Wolbe who also notes: 

 
These times [5 years for Mikra
according to the manner of learning in the time of the 
Mishna. According to the current manner of learning 
the correspondence of times is different.26 
 

In that respect, the allusions to learning stages would be construed as insights into 

the cognitive development of the mind.  This angle of interpretation would inform 

the methods and age related expectations of our teaching, but would not necessarily 

bind us to a particular subject matter.  For example, Gemara can be taught to an 11 

year old, as a means to familiarize them with the flow of its language and patterns of 

thought, without overburdening his immature mind with the deeper reasoning 

expected of a 15 year old. 

 

In summary, there is little evidence that the timetable of Pirkei Avos was considered 

as an authoritative directive for Torah education by the classical poskim. The 

requirement to master the entire Tanach before engaging in Mishna study was a 

primary educational objective only at a time when the nekudos and taamim had to be 

painstakingly memorized. Mikra study was also a more crucial educational objective 
                                                 
23 Avos 5, 21 
24 loc cit 
25 Derech Chaim loc cit 
26 , 12 
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at a time when halacha was derived directly from psukim through midrashic exegesis.  

But the goal of memorization and the centrality of Mikra study have been supplanted 

by the goal of analysis and the importance of success in Talmud study.  This was 

clearly the Mesorah in cheder teaching in pre-war Europe and has been reinforced 

by contemporary Roshei Yeshiva. 

 

VI. The Roots of Ashkenazic Mesorah 

 

The roots of this Mesorah go back at least to the earliest generations of Ashkenazic 

Jewry. From the comments of Rabeinu Tam27 and his followers it would seem that 

the Baalei Tosfos themselves trained their children through this method and that 

they believed it to be derived from the very nature of the Talmud Bavli itself.  In 

order to understand their approach to teaching it is necessary to examine in some 

depth the opinion of Rabeinu Tam cited by Aruch Halshulchan above.  

 

The Talmud28 prescribes that we must divide our daily learning into three parts: 

Mikra, Mishna and Gemara. Rambam,29 followed by Tur and Shulchan Aruch,30 rules 

that this means three equal parts until a person achieves mastery of Mikra and 

Mishna.  At that point he should devote himself primarily to Gemara. 

 

But this formula was not followed even in the time of the Baalei Tosfos. Rabeinu 

Tam justifies the prevalent custom of almost exclusive focus on Gemara study by 

asserting that according to the Sages the Talmud Bavli is a composite of all three 

elements.31 

 

The assertion that Talmud study alone meets the requirement of tripartite study 

surely was not meant to be understood literally, as the Mikra and Mishna component 

is a tiny fragment of the Talmud and there are whole seforim of the Tanach  that 

receive hardly any treatment at all. Rather, as Rav Yizchak Hutner explains the 

intention of Rabeinu Tam is that the discursive style of the Bavli is designed to 

                                                 
27  
28 Kiddushin 30a 
29 Talmud Torah 1:13 
30 Yorah Deah 246: 4 
31 Tosafos, Kiddushin op cit 
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introduce the student to the mishnaic and tanachic material crucial for the 

understanding of the sugya in one unity. 32  This would mean that our Mesorah of 

early focus on Gemara is implicit in very design of the Bavli and could very well date 

from the time of its sealing. 

 

It is true that according to some authorities,33 Rabbeinu Tam was not addressing 

himself to the education of children. Rather, he was justifying why adults engage 

predominately in Talmud study instead of fulfilling the tripartite formula in a 

straightforward manner. 

 

But the Rema,34 followed by the Shach,35 clearly understand Rabeinu Tam to be 

justifying the custom of Ashkenazic Jewry to introduce children to Talmud study 

before they have mastered Mikra and Mishna. The Shach, defends strongly the 

educational strategy of our Mesorah to minimize instruction of Tanach: 

 

So rules the Bach [that a father must see to it that his 
child studies the whole Tanach]. And he writes that 
our custom of not teaching Tanach is halachicly 
incorrect.  But I say that the custom of Israel is as 
Torah. Because the Tosafos, the Sefer Mitzvos Gadol, 
the Hagahos Maimonios and Rabeinu Peretz all write 
that we rely on the principle that the Talmud Bavli is a 

obligated to teach our children Tanach, since they learn 
plicit in the Tur, Rabeinu 

Yerucham and the Darchei Moshe. 
 

 

The opinion of the Rav Yosef Karo is a fascinating study in itself. In the Shulchan 

Aruch36 he , yet in his Bedek Habayis commentary, in 

the name of Rabeinu Yerucham, he acknowledges that due to our reduced capacity, 

we need to dedicate more time in order to absorb the complexities of Gemara, at 

the expense of Mikra study. Moreover, in the Kesef Mishna37 he writes explicitly that 

                                                 
32 Pachad Yitzchak Shevuos Chapter 28 
33 Shulchan Aruch Harav 1, Kuntres Acharon; Sefer Toldos Adam Chapter 3 
34 Yorah Deah 246:4 
35 Yorah Deah 245:5 
36 Ibid 246:4 
37 Talmud Torah 1:13 
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the custom is to deal with this reality and thus exempt ourselves from the obligation 

to allocate equal time to Mikra and Mishna, which he himself codified in Shulchan 

Aruch.  

 

The consideration of our reduced capacity is amplified by the Shearei Knesses 

Hagedolah,38 who adds that since in our days the works of the great poskim have 

been printed we need even more time to master large amounts of crucial halachic 

material. Perhaps we would be permitted to assert that these factors are no less 

relevant in our times, as we confront even greater learning challenges with much less 

capacity, discipline and focus. 

 

It is important to emphasize that none of these rishonim and acharonim, including 

Rabeinu Tam himself, were instituting an innovative approach to teaching. Rather 

they were supporting with approval a form of chinuch which was already universal in 

their times. Even the Bach and the Maharal, who opposed the prevailing approach, 

admitted that the custom followed these guidelines.  

 

VII. Defenders of the Mesorah 

 

al reform was echoed by many of his great students 

Tov and the Kli Yakar.39 And yet as much as their writings are supports to the 

l records of the opposition of the 

other gaonim of their time to the abandonment of the traditional methodologies. 

One might be tempted to dismiss this resistance to short-sighted hostility to change 

and progress, but the Kli Yakar himself admits that those who contested the reforms 

attributed their opposition to the importance of developing the thinking skills of the 

students. 

 

The Chasam Sofer vigorously championed 

our mesorah, while addressing  

                                                 
38 Hagahos HaTur 246 
39 See Assaf, S.  Vol. 1 XVIII for sources 
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The Shelah and all the Gedolim cry out against the 
c
that this is destructive. Yet this matter has spread out 
throughout the far-flung communities of Israel. It is 
forbidden for us to think the Tzaddikim of earlier 
generations have bequeathed to us vain matters and 
misleading visions. How could it be that the men of 
their generation did not rid themselves of this as they 

Therefore I say 

source, but were corrupted with the passage of time.40 
 

Follow , Harav Yoel Teitelbaum, the Satmar Rov, with 

characteristic sharpness, summarizes the arguments fo

historical authenticity:  

 

The Maharal of Prague protested stridently that we 
 follow the order to learn the whole Mikra and 

then the mishnayos and only afterwards to learn 
Gemara and he brought many proofs to his views. And 

custom has spread for several hundreds of years in all 
the schools under the supervision of all the Gedolei 
Yisraael not to follow this order.  Rather, we learn 
Gemara after a few years of learning Chumash with 
Rashi. Also the Maharal conceded that this is what the 
majority did, though he complained bitterly. But from 
his time have past many centuries and we do not do so 

accepted the opinion of the Shach.41 
 

VIII. Chumash with Rashi 

 

The importance of learning Chumash with Rashi, mentioned by the Chofetz Chaim 

above and echoed here in this passage, is another issue of concern. Young children 

have been introduced to Chumash with Rashi from the times of the Baalei Tosfos.42 

From the writings of the Maharal it does not emerge that he meant to deviate from 

                                                 
40 Quoted in Taomim, Dovid Das Hachinuch pg. 70a, available from hebrewbooks.org/32959 
41 Vayoel Moshe, Lashon Hakodesh 
42 Drisha commentary to Tur Orach Chaim 245. in the name of Rosh, Mordechai and Smag 
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this tradition. Yet a feature of many schools that have implemented a Maharal-

inspired curriculum is the study of Chumash with  translation alone.  

 

To be sure, a rebbe in such schools will predigest for the children a translation of the 

Hashkofo of Chazal. But the 

traditional process of analysing each pasuk with its Rashi comment is delayed in 

favour of memorising many more parshios.  

 

This departure from mesora may have its merits from a  one 

might counter that it is just this slow questioning method, more than the data and  

pre-digested hashkofos, that enables Chumash learning to serve as a gateway to 

Talmud. For Talmud is a process; it is not merely the name of a Babylonian 

encyclopaedia.43 Clearly it was the intention of the Rishonim, who instituted the 

learning of Chumash with Rashi, that our children should encounter Mikra as a 

seamless unity with the Oral Torah and its manner of study. 

 

 

 

Thus the legitimacy of the educational priorities of our Mesorah and the underlying 

factors which led the Rishonim to emphasise them is very clearly based in halacha 

and minhag.   But admittedly, as in any educational programme, there is always a 

dissonance between theory and practice.  Moreover, every emphasis implies a de-

emphasis and every de-emphasis has its cost.   

 

Unfortunately, though this derech has produced Talmidei chachamim and learned 

Jews over the centuries, many factors have undermined its intelligent 

implementation. These factors produced the grotesque perversions of Torah 

education which were protested by the Maharal and others.  It is crucial for all 

mechanchim to understand these potential weaknesses and pitfalls, as articulated by 

the Maharal and his followers, in order to avoid them.  

 

                                                 
43 Rambam Talmud Torah 1:13 



Mesores Hachinuch: Diverse Streams in Torah Education 
 

 17 

This noble goal has been the key of our many successes, yet, ironically, it has 

contributed to our many failures. For in the days that most melamdim made their 

meagre livelihood from private chadarim and private tutoring, this meant that the 

successful rebbe was the one who could demonstrate that any young student 

entrusted to his care would become a child prodigy.   

 

This, of course,  many parents who 

were not aware that their child was thus missing out on the acquisition of age 

appropriate skills, while being trained as a parrot to say over chidushim beyond his 

ability to comprehend. In its worst manifestations, rote memorization had simply 

been replaced with rote pilpul. Sadly, but predictably, 

which disregarded the interest level of young children, commonly had a de-

motivating effect. Rabbi Yisrael 

expert melamed in the city of Ponoviszh, describes this problem: 

 

At the beginning of Gemara learning one must take 
great care not to burden the child more than the level 

custom that the whole meaning, according to the 
understanding of the melamed, is given to him
only be able to repeat like a parrot with the help of the 
teacher and he himself will understand nothing. Not 
only will his mind not be strengthened by this learning, 

thus there will be formed in his heart the spirit of 
demotivization forever.44  
 

 

This description illustrates other educational problems, which seriously undermine 

our educational system even to this day.  Good teaching requires good teachers and 

good teachers need to be trained and encouraged.  Tragically, the private teaching 

arrangements of the cheder system were generally unsupervised and 

undercompensated. The lack of supervision meant that the educational standards 

were often set by misguided parental expectations with the disastrous results 

                                                 
44 Mehucha Vesimcha 1864 pg. 48 
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described by Rabbi Isseral.  Moreover, undercompensation discouraged the best and 

the brightest from engaging in the holy profession.   

 

Thus, in a downward spiral, the melamed  eventually earned for himself, fairly or 

unfairly, the reputation of a bumbler and a brute, and became the butt of 

innumerable Jewish jokes.  Though credit must be given to the countless talented 

and idealistic rebbes who have served the Jewish people as skilful teachers in the 

most difficult of circumstances, it cannot be denied that the biting criticisms of the 

Maharal were, and, too often, still are well founded. 

 

And yet many of those who joined the Maharal in his criticism of these abuses did 

not necessarily agree with his educational programme. Rather, they advocated a 

return to the correct application of the traditional model. A fascinating example of 

this approach is that of Rabbi Yair Bachrach, who quotes the critiques Maharal and 

his followers at length and yet writes: 

 

According to the simple understanding from the 

would seem that even a good student should not start 

but this is not necessarily so, rather in those 
generations the Mishna was not in writing and it was 
forbidden to write them. Moreover they did not have 
the printing press which was invented only about 300 
years ago and therefore they needed so much time to 
learn the Mishna.45 

 

Rabbi Bachrach himself prescribes that the child should continue to learn mishnayos 

alongside his Gemara studies, which should be learned simply without complicated 

.46 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
45 Responsa Chavos Yair 126 
46 ibid 
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X. Best Practice in Contemporary Schools 

 

Similarly, 

radically changing their mesorah.  

 

For example, the Maharal cried out against the prevalent custom of teaching 

Chumash by following the parsha of the week.47 This did not allow the children time 

to absorb and review effectively their studies or master its content. But this system 

is unknown in our times and good mechanchim are keenly aware of the necessity to 

set high standards of review, mastery and other important skills for their talmidim. 

 

The Maharal also protested the absurdity of training children of 7 or 8 years to 

parrot sophisticate   This also is unknown 

in contemporary chinuch. It is true that many schools in the United States follow the 

directives of Rav Aharon Kutler to begin Gemara learning at the age of 10 or 11, and 

not to wait until the suggested 15. But the focus of this learning is the mastery of the 

hinking patterns and our gedolim have made clear their 

opinion that lomdus should only be introduced gradually and appropriately.  

Thankfully, this is has become the rule in Diaspora schools. 

 

The importance of the st

recognized in our time and given proper attention in chodorim, from the age of 8. 

Witness the many competitions and awards for Mishna learning and mastery. But 

priority is still granted to Gemara study, which is introduced alongside Mishna as 

prescribed by Rabbi Bachrach. 

 

 The followers of the Maharal also accentuated the need to teach the basics of 

dikduk of Lashon Hakodesh to children48. This was not a common feature of Eastern 

European chinuch, for a variety of reasons which are beyond the scope of this article. 

                                                 
47 Derech Chaim loc cit 
48Assaf, S.  Vol. 1 XVIII  
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But, with the encouragement of contemporary Gedolim, dikduk has been 

incorporated into the classroom.  

 

XI. Educate a Child According to his Way 

 

In closing, one important insight of the Sages, applicable to all educational methods, 

.49 

This means that a  learning style may surely respond to one method 

more than another. 

choice of schooling for his child.   

 

In that vein, Rav Yosef Wolf, founder of the famed Wolf

generation may require its own approach.50 It is ultimately for the Gedolei Hador to 

determine the direction of Torah chinuch in our time, and the responsibility of 

parents to seek their guidance. The purpose of this article, then, is to give the 

background and perspective that will help sharpen the questions that parents need to 

pose to their guides and mentors.  

 

May Hashem bless us all in our efforts to inspire our children in the beauty and 

grandeur of our Torah!    

                                                 
49 Yerusalmi Brachos 9:1 
50  Introduction 


