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וישכע תירבע  
IVRIT ACHSHAV CURRICULUM INITIATIVE  
(DRAFT  09/19) 
 
PURPOSE  
 
 The Golden Key to Jewish education is /מפתח הזהב של החנוך העברי הוא הלשון העברית
the Hebrew language – Chaim Nachman Bialik 
 
 

Just as all Jewish students possess a sefat aym, the mother tongue of 

their birthplace, so do they all possess a sefat am, the national Jewish 
language, Hebrew. Ivrit Achshav, the Idea School and Institute’s 
secondary level Hebrew Language Curriculum Initiative, begins with the 
existing previous foundation in language study of entering students (in 
individual cases, there may have been none) and grows from there.  The 
purpose of the Ivrit Achshav experience for our ninth through twelfth 
graders will be to develop and consolidate a consciousness of Hebrew 
(and its variants) both 
 

• as an ancient, sacred language that we access through the 

exploration and study of classic Torah sources – texts which were 

intended to preserve the Jewish people’s values, thoughts, 

aspirations, creativity, and cultural norms as they originated and 

were recorded over the centuries in writing, in print, and, today, 

in digital environments – and 
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• as a living language, vibrant and contemporary, that students can 

put to practical, viable and enjoyable use in school foreign 

language classes and activities, when traveling to Jewish 

communities worldwide, and, to maximal conversational and 

cultural effect, on occasional or routine visits to the State of Israel. 

 
The Ivrit Achshav Initiative hopes to fulfill this purpose by enabling 
students to acquire proficiency in classic and contemporary Hebrew(s) 
to the best of their individual talents and abilities, not only as a second 
and foreign language for American students in a Jewish high school, but 
as a native language for expressing the Jewish spirit and soul. 
 
 

VARIETIES OF HEBREW 
 
The Hebrew Language is arguably the most important Jewish cultural 
meaning maker. Ivrit Achshav tweaks this idea by distinguishing that, 
over the centuries, there developed more than one variety of Hebrew 
language. The Idea School and Institute’s program makes a conscious 
and deliberate effort to recognize and highlight the diversity of Hebrew 
languages that, individually and together, form the very spine of all 
Jewish Studies.  
 
These varied forms of Hebrew move backwards and forwards across 
time, from Sefat HaKodesh, the holy language of Torah learning, to Ivrit 
Meduberet, the language we use to order a falafel or aish tanur or to 
bargain over bracelets in the shuk. Classical Hebrew texts derive from 
across centuries and across continents, and they may be written in 
Biblical Hebrew, Rabbinic Hebrew (blending Mishnaic Hebrew and 
Aramaic), Medieval Hebrew, Hebrew translations from other languages, 
and assorted global variants, such as Yevanic (Judaeo-Greek), Ladino, 
and Yiddish. “Modern” Hebrew may be represented by the evolving 
literary and journalistic written Hebrew of the late nineteenth through 
twentieth centuries, while Contemporary Hebrew spoken in the twenty-
first century might draw on both its more formal and its colorful street 
versions, and on a myriad of other ever-morphing permutations of the 
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native tongue currently in daily use in Medinat Yisrael’s homes, 
professions, multimedia and popular culture.  
 

RATIONALE 
 

At the same time, taken together, these varieties of Hebrew form a 
unique whole with its own distinct value systems, cultural references, 
and norms. As the 2009 report Hebrew in America suggests, “Hebrew 
literacy is the key…to joining the unending dialectic between sacred 
texts, between Jews of different ages and eras, between God and 
Israel…The revival of Hebrew [in the Jewish State has given us as well] a 
modern Western language fit for the sensibilities of contemporary 
society.” Concurring with this point of view in an article in HaYidion (the 
RAVSAK journal of Jewish education) (2011), Devora Steinmetz argues 
cogently that a significant part of the core mission of every day school, 
thus, is to educate ”children to a strong degree of fluency in both 
Modern Hebrew and the Hebrew of classical texts.“  
 
 
It is intended that Idea School students, over their four years of Hebrew 
language study, grow proficient in understanding the varieties of 
Hebrew. By backward design, we foresee our graduates proficient in 
active Hebrew language skills, eager and equipped for a lifetime of  
 

• personally significant classical Torah study,  

• meaningful tefillah,  

• and invigorating Contemporary Hebrew cultural, historical and 

political explorations, lively and joyful social conversations, and 

stimulating arts, athletics, & leisure activities.  

 
 

 
CONTEMPORARY HEBREW IN PARTICULAR & IN 
PRACTICE 
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As the authors of Making Thinking Visible (2011) – a research-based 
approach to teaching thinking developed at Harvard’s Project Zero – 
assert, all students can be taught to think, plan, create, question, and 
engage independently in learning. This core belief and other associated 
principles of Project Based Learning apply, of course, to successful 
foreign language acquisition.  
 
While the focus in Tefillah practice and in Tanach and Talmud study is 
on texts composed in ancient and medieval Hebrew language, 
implementation of the Contemporary Hebrew Language strand of Ivrit 
Achshav focuses on students’ gradual ability to perform in the target 
language of the State of Israel as articulated and forcefully advocated by 
Vardit Ringvald of Brandeis University. Learning units in Hebrew as a 
second language will be spiraled and graded, and students will enjoy 
exposure to “authentic language acquisition” (rechishat safah tivit) in 
relevant contexts that reflect the real life environment of native 
language use and make the most of students’ own immediate and 
familiar experiences. Hebrew instruction and communication will not 
be restricted to the classroom, but will be activated at different times 
throughout the day and curriculum – at snack, on nature hikes, in the 
student lounge and gym sessions, in Hebrew language versions of 
General Studies subject discipline vocabularies, on memos and in 
announcements.  Foreign language proficiency guidelines call for 
students to spend far more time communicating than conjugating verbs. 
We are mindful, therefore, of linguist Stephen Krashen’s theory that 
second language acquisition “does not require extensive use of 
conscious grammatical rules, and does not require tedious drill,” but, 
rather, benefits from “meaningful interaction in the target language – 
natural communication – in which speakers are concerned not with the 
form of their utterances but with the messages they are conveying and 
understanding.” We hope to bring our students, who are learning and 
practicing Hebrew in a geographically non-native culture and 
environment, as close as each can come to a near-native use of the 
language.  
 
A key curricular goal is to include learning that is project-based and that 
emanates from student interests, projects, and discoveries, enabling 
them to own their learning process while internalizing the language and 
culture. Research strategies and resources will be eclectic by design, 
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drawing upon print, multimedia, and digital and virtual technologies 
designed to introduce the richness of Israeli culture –tarbut Yisraelit – 
through, for example, Israeli literature, television shows, music videos 
and song lyrics, films, newspapers and magazines, cuisine, websites, 
radio broadcasts and advertising. 
 
At the International Forum on Language Teaching in July 2010, 
participants discussed how language instruction was “dragged 
underwater” in the twentieth century by a myth that fluency must begin 
with speaking, and how, actually, the reverse is closer to the truth. 
According to right hemisphere brain research in the last two decades, 
when speaking appears, language learning has already taken place. 
Receptive language precedes expressive language, and, thus, a student is 
more likely to laugh at a joke in Hebrew well before she is ready to 
make one. This “comprehension-first principle of language learning” has 
evident bearing on when and where in the course of their studies we 
might expect our own student language learners to advance grade by 
grade in their facilities with a natural, organic conversational Hebrew. 
 
That being said, the Ivrit Achshav Initiative, much like the Pimsleur 
Method of language acquisition, expects to put practical emphasis on 
spoken Hebrew sound patterns and natural communication that initially 
concentrates more on the act and circumstances of communication than 
on the grammatical form of utterances, as Krashen indicates above. This 
approach seeks to achieve proficiency naturally, similar to the first 
language acquisition process of native speakers from childhood on. The 
environment for language study will be one of encouragement, 
exploration, thoughtful discovery, minimized literal translation, and 
reinforcement of fluency rather than rote memorization. 
 
These are random thoughts, far from conclusive, intended to be 
critiqued and to spur further discussion and deliverables. Ideally, 
nonetheless, what it seems we should aspire to, in metaphor if not in 
reality, is future Idea School graduates who are capable of sitting down 
in a beit midrash in Jerusalem to learn Tanach and Talmud in hevruta 
with Israeli counterparts, comfortably comprehending the classical 
Hebrew of their shared texts, then heading off together to dinner and a 
rock concert in Tel Aviv, all the while conversing in the living language 
of the contemporary state. 
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 עברית עכשיו

 
 

SEFAT HAKODESH  
IVRIT MIKRAIT  
LASHON CHACHAMIM + Aramaic  
LASHON YEMEI HABAYNAYIM  
 IVRIT HACHADASHAH Modern Revival 
 IVRIT MODERNIT 
 IVRIT SIFRUTIT 
 IVRIT MEDUBERET (SEFAT DIBUR) 
 IVRIT ACHSHAVIT 
 SEFAT HARECHOV 

 
Variations: Yevanic (Romaniotes/ Judaeo-Greek), Ladino, Yiddish 

 
 

NOTE: 
 
The Ivrit Achshav initiative is intended to align in large part with the 
ACTFL, Framework for Languages Other than English and other Core 
standards, with reference as well to the standards of several states and 
to the Common European Framework for language learners. The 
developing curriculum will be indebted in part to such programs as 
Brandeis Modern Hebrew and the Brandeis University Hebrew 
Proficiency Guidelines pioneered by Dr. Vardit Ringvald; Esther Raizen’s 
Modern Hebrew for Beginners/ Intermediate Students (University of 
Texas Press); and the Routledge Introductory Course in Modern Hebrew 
(Ivrit Be’Yisrael) developed by Giore Etzion of Washington University, 
all of which, among others, have inspired Ivrit Achshav’s purposes and 
goals. 
 


