Talmudic Language, Symbolic Language, and MP3:

Toward a new methodology for teaching Talmud in high school
by Aryeh Klapper 
1.  
Talmud Language as Symbolic Logic
Theoretical Discussion
Talmud is not written in ordinary language, but rather in a technical jargon.  Talmudic discussion should be seen as analogous to symbolic logic arguments or mathematical equations rather than to ordinary narratives or essays.  This means that many sugyot can be seen as parallel or even identical formula, with the specific content regarded as variables.
Pedagogic Implications and Techniques

The significance of so-called “keywords” for the acquisition of independent reading skills in rabbinics is universally accepted, as is the idea that students must acquire functional rather than or in addition to literal definitions of these terms.  Feigenbaum in Understanding the Talmud makes the further step of teaching these keywords as elements of larger literary patterns, and Frank in The Practical Talmud Dictionary significantly advanced the rigor of the functional definitions available in English.

The method we developed builds on these contributions.  The primary conceptual contribution we offer in this regard is to create a set of primary categories, each embodied in a single keyword, which are then used to define nearly all keywords.  Keyword definitions are thus mutually reinforcing, greatly improving recall, and students develop a sense of Talmud as engaged in a consistent intellectual enterprise rather than seeing each discussion as utterly unique.


Primary categories used include: 
סוגיא

בעיא
סברא

קושיא

סתירה

ראיה

אוקימתא

פסוק

משנה

ברייתא

מימרא

סתמא דגמרא
תנא

אמורא

These categories plot the Talmudic discussion along two axes – type of text and relationships between texts.  Type of text includes classification by both genre and layer; for pedagogic purposes, all elements of the Talmud are attributed to תנ"ך, the תנאים, the אמוראים, or the סתמא דגמרא.
  Thus, for example, the keyword מיתיבי might be defined as 

“a קושיא by the סתמא דגמרא on a מימרא from a משנה, ברייתא, or מימרא”, and the keyword מתקיף as “a קושיא by an אמורא on a מימרא from a פסוק or סברא”.  As can be seen, each definition incorporates the primary categories, and students can easily plot the commonalities and distinctions between the functional definitions of various keywords. 



The first-level goal of instruction is for students to develop an understanding of the basic moves of Talmudic argument.  The second-level goal is for students to develop a sufficient technical vocabulary to be able to discern the intellectual structure of most standard Talmudic halakhic סוגיות.  The third-level goal is for students, using Jastrow, to be able to decipher the content of the variables within such סוגיות and decipher the סוגיא independently.

A practical consequence of this method is that sugyot should be chosen for instruction, and sequenced for instruction, on the basis of their facilitation of skills acquisition as well as content.  This sets up a potential tension between content and skills goals, as well as with the traditional method of teaching texts within a particular chapter.  These tensions can be resolved in two ways: first, by selecting and sequencing texts within a particular chapter on the basis of skills goals, and second, by teaching sugyot of parallel form alongside each sugya from the primary chapter.  These parallel sugyot can be covered rapidly, and used as the basis of exercises that develop and assess students’ internalization and application of skills.

Classroom exercises include presenting students with unseen texts and asking them to layer, punctuate, and format the text on the basis of the keywords present.  Layering is accomplished via color
, and punctuation is created where necessary to mark specific forms of Talmudic reasoning; for example, !? concludes a קושיא as opposed to ? for a בעיא.
  
2.  Talmud as Compression Algorithm

Theoretical Discussion


The Babylonian Talmud is the product of an oral rather than a written culture, and represents the written concretization of an oral tradition.  The exact time that the Talmud was reduced to writing is not known, but the Talmud we have was learned orally for years before study from a written text was introduced.  The text we have, therefore, was designed for oral rather than written learning, although significant changes were likely introduced when it was reduced to writing.

We call attention to two features particularly.  The first is well-known: oral texts place a premium on concision and on repetition/formulaism.  The second is less understood.  It is known that memorizers often use mnemonics associatively, that is they connect new information to old information, often heavily patterned old information, and then use the old as the basis for recalling the new.  The emphasis is often on the extension of knowledge from old to new.  But another use of mnemonics is to diminish the total amount of information needed to recall the whole – in other words, they function as compression algorithms.  The rabbinic memorizers tended to memorize in standard forms, such as “מימרא followed by מיתיבי followed by קושיא”, and trusted themselves to be able to reconstruct the content from the form.
Pedagogic Implications and Techniques


The usefulness of memorization in Talmud study is a matter worthy of serious investigation.  Our first contribution is that students need to see the text as a memorized rather than a written entity in order to understand why it chooses, for example, to use the same phrase to mean different things within the same sugya – mnemonic value for memorization was sometimes a higher priority than precise language-meaning correspondence.  Exercises to accomplish this include asking students to reconstruct sugyot from memory given a short list of mnemonics.


Our second, and I believe more significant contribution, is that students should see the text holistically rather than sequentially, in the manner of a camera rather than than of a scanner.  This can be taught by showing them sugyot that present the same material in a different order, or sugyot where apparently relevant data is elided in one step on the grounds that it will be included later.  Students are also taught to see sugyot in outline form and to summarize the sugyot by, for example, collecting all the okimtot that have been made on a particular text.  

3. Rashi as the Unzip Utility
Theoretical Discussion
Beginning students in Day School often see Rashi as an additional text to learn rather than as a helpful guide.  Furthermore, since the standard interpretation offered by teachers is generally that of Rashi (as well as the standard ArtScroll translation), students often fail to understand Rashi’s contribution.  The standard response to this is to tell the students that they need to understand the text themselves before looking at Rashi, but this is generally unfeasible for all but highly advanced students

Our conceptual contribution is that Rashi is the transition point from oral to written text.  His commentary should be seen as an accretion to the text, a fifth layer, rather than as an independent work.  Its purpose is to transform the text from oral to written.  To accomplish this, Rashi will, for example, point out each time that a given phrase means different things within one discussion – in other words, he will choose clarity over no-longer-necessary mnemonics.
Pedagogic Implications and Techniques


We have found two techniques useful in this regard.  The first is, as above, to teach students the structure of the sugya holistically before dealing with specific content.  This enables them to grasp the discussion in a significant way before Rashi’s substance is introduced.  Rashi can then be seen as addressing microissues within that form, and students can be asked to construct or reconstruct alternative ways of addressing those microissues.  For instance, students would already understand that מיתיבי requires a particular ברייתא to conflict with a particular מימרא.  Before looking at Rashi, they can be asked to construct the conflict.  Teachers can also present alternative constructions without hopelessly confusing students or making them unable to proceed to the next step in the argument, as students will already have a grasp of the whole.

The second technique is to have students integrate Rashi into the Talmudic text.  This is accomplished by presenting them with the sugya and Rashi as independent texts in a computer file, and assigning them the task of constructing a single text that contains all of Rashi’s commentary without redundancy or awkwardness.  Students are taught that there are three types of relationships between Rashi’s comments and the Talmudic text:

a) parenthetical (as when he translates), b) interstitial (when his comment can be inserted whole directly after the Talmudic quote that constitutes his דבור המתחיל), and c) integrated (when his commentary interweaves comments with further citations from the text).  Students 
additionally may find the introduction of the third category tremendously helpful to their understanding of Rashi.
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� This classification is literary rather than historical, and involves no claims as to the date of any text or layer.


� While color is generally pedagogically most effective, it faces two challenges in practice; the existence of colorblind students, and the expense of color printing.  For this reason I use font/font styles as well as color.


� Some of the techniques described here are parallel to the Gemara Berura methodology, but no software beyond MS Word is necessary.











