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The Torah iTextbook Project 
The Rebbe of Kotzk once remarked “What good is understanding a text, if one does not thereby 
attain a better understanding of oneself?” 

One of the greatest challenges for Judaic studies teachers is getting their students to understand that 
texts written thousands of years ago remain relevant to the students’ lives in today’s society. Students 
are constantly questioning the need to learn about laws and traditions that seem archaic and seem to 
describe societal norms that appear to the students to be different then the norms of today’s society. 

While this problem is primarily evident in the study of Gemarah it also affects the study of Chumash, 
Navi and Dinim. The currently accepted Judaic curricular model requires teachers to teach through a 
series of parshiot, mishnayot, perakim of Navi and dapim of Gemorah. This model makes it difficult 
for the teacher to transmit the relevance of each concept to their students. 

At the Hillel Day School Middle School we have begun to transform the Gemarah curriculum into a 
series of hand selected “sugyot” or topical lesson plans. These lesson plans are designed to not only 
teach reading skills, common and key word recognition and factual information, but also to impart 
the relevance of the particular sugyah to the students’ everyday lives. An example of this model was 
the study of the Gemarah sugyah of ‘HaBah B’Machteret” which dealt with the issue of self-defense. 
Besides the Gemarah text and the associated Halachic sources, the students studied and discussed 
modern day applications of these laws (The Trayvon Martin case, gun control laws and the recent 
events in Newtown, Ct.). The success of this approach to making Gemarah relevant was evident 
when in a social studies class the students quoted the Gemarah to their teacher in a discussion of gun 
control laws. 

In addition to reconceptualizing the Gemarah curriculum we have also begun the process of 
presenting the material to the students in the form of an iPad textbook. The use of this technology 
helps to add a more “modern” feel to the study of Gemarah and helps to engage the students in a 
format that they find familiar and “cool”. It also allows for interactive activities such as videos, 
interactive Gemorah which incorporates audio and visual text and translation from the actual Tzurat 
HaDaf (Gemarah page), and electronic assessment and data gathering. Additionally, the use of an 
iPad-based textbook allows for differentiation and individualized instruction for students with 
different learning styles and ability. 
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This small experiment has led us to believe that there would be great benefits to transforming the 
entire Judaic studies curriculum in this way. This project will bring together top Gemarah, Dinim, 
Chumash and Navi teachers as well as experienced graphic designers to create iTextbooks based on 
this revolutionary curricular model. Benefits will include a renewed student interest in Torah study, a 
way to apply what they have learned to their everyday lives, and a greater desire to continue these 
studies in high school and beyond. 

	  


