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Machon Siach at SAR HS dedicated to the memory of Belda Lindenbaum z”l has begun to take 
shape with faculty cohorts exploring a range of issues critical to Modern Orthodox high school 
education. Currently, faculty groups are actively researching topics related to Israel education, 
teaching sexual ethics and Gemara education.  
 
But what about the Gemara education group? Is there an urgent need for such a group? In fact, 
over the past several years, the question of gemara education has indeed taken on increased 
urgency in Modern Orthodox educational circles. In the last several months alone, a number of 
educators have weighed in on the “crisis” (see links below) in gemara education and the need to 
“revolutionize” (see links below) gemara curriculum and pedagogy.  
 
Our high school TSBP department, chaired by Rabbi Nati Helfgot, is actively engaging these 
issues. The department is committed to ongoing professional development both internally and 
through active participation and collaboration with a network of schools developing Benchmarks 
and Standards for Rabbinics in day schools and high schools (see links below). As a department 
we are also working to foster our students’ growth as lifelong learners of rabbinic texts and 
passionate observant Jews. But the Machon Siach Gemara Education group seeks to do more 
than incorporate best educational practices for gemara study and develop ways to make gemara 
study more engaging for Modern Orthodox high school students. 
 
What, then, are the goals of the Machon Siach gemara group? Rather than responding to any 
particular urgent need, the mission of the group is part of an ongoing commitment to a certain 
kind of gemara education. Indeed, the gemara group is best understood in light of SAR HS’s 
commitment to teaching Torah Shebe’al peh for several more periods a week than any other 
subject, despite the fact that our school’s mission promoting the Grand Conversation between 
Judaic and general studies would seem to preclude privileging any one subject over all others in 
such a fashion. This scheduling decision reflects more than a quantitative stance in response to 



the challenge of developing the necessary skills for literacy in the central Rabbinic texts of our 
tradition. It underscores a qualitative value; Torah Shebe’al is so central to the SAR HS 
curriculum because we view the enterprise of “translating” the messy and complex Talmudic 
process and its attempt to balance texts, values and real world issues as a paradigm for living 
one’s life as a Modern Orthodox Jew. As a subject, it is the ultimate Grand Conversation.  
 
What does “translating” entail in this context? It suggests more than just thorough knowledge of 
a particular topic and implementing proper pedagogy. Translating requires what Lee Shulman 
has termed (see here for the original article) “Pedagogical Content Knowledge.” Pedagogical 
content knowledge “represents the blending of content and pedagogy into an understanding of 
how particular topics, problems, or issues are organized, represented and adapted to the diverse 
interests and abilities of learners and presented for instruction.” Mastery of this category of 
knowledge distinguishes the understanding of the expert pedagogue from the skillful instructor 
on the one hand and from the content specialist on the other. 

For the Siach Gemara group, Pedagogical Content Knowledge is achieved by researching 
Talmudic sugyot taught at SAR HS that raise critical educational and theological issues and 
bringing this research into meaningful conversation with educational deliberations. Thus far, the 
group has produced papers on two topics: teaching Rabbinic Shabbat prohibitions and teaching 
the sugya of Ben Sorer U’Moreh (the Wayward and Rebellious Child). These papers explore 
critical questions about Divine Morality and Rabbinic Authority and bring them into 
conversation with educational considerations, and especially our milieu- our community of 
students and its discourse. We look forward to sharing these papers and other products with 
educators and community members for feedback and responses. In turn, this conversation will 
engender enhanced professional discourse around teaching Torah Shebe’al peh in high schools 
that will benefit faculty and student learning.  
 
It is true that the Gemara education group is different than the other Machon Siach faculty 
groups. Unlike the other groups, the plan for the Gemara group is to remain active well beyond 
the standard two-year research/product sharing term that the other groups operate with. It is the 
goal of the group to continue its work on our entire TSBP and Halakha curricula and contribute 
to a new kind of Torah discourse in our broader community. 

 


