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ABSTRACT

An introduction to Biblical Hebrew (BH) and its accompanying practice and
assessment system should enable students to independently access straightforward
original biblical texts by the end of the course. Though demanding, such a course
is shorter, and its objectives are different than those of Modern Hebrew courses.
The practice and assessment system described here reflects a rigorous but realistic
curriculum, which gives priority to proficiency over linguistic competence and
teach grammar as a vehicle for comprehension rather than as an end. It draws
from pedagogical principles developed for the acquisition of modern second (or
additional) language only to the extent they are relevant for the teaching of a
classical language and when adapted to it. Among the principles guiding this
practice and assessment system in the BH introductory classroom are: learning
language in context, learning through massive exposure to authentic text,
preference for identification over production, reinforcement of familiarity with the
most frequently occurring vocabulary and grammar, and attempts to reduce the
affective filter. The application of such principles in graded translation exercises
and detailed parsing charts, as well as in exams and quizzes, will be demonstrated.
Also, a method for using biblical texts to create practice and assessment materials
for different stages of the course is proposed, while considering issues such as:
distribution of various grammatical elements in the text, didactic layout, and the
use of ‘tools’ and lexicon.

INTRODUCTION

The question of how the basics of Biblical Hebrew should be taught involves
issues such as the order in which grammatical topics are presented, the
depth to which grammar is taught, the presentation style (traditional frontal
or interactive), as well as what type of practice best supports students’
learning, and how their achievement should be assessed. In this article, I
discuss the latter two issues, and occasionally touch on the others. The
examples are drawn from the Hinneh textbook (Halabe 2011) and the
additional unpublished material (i.e., exams, quizzes) supplementing it.
These examples reflect the practical objectives of the curriculum: enabling
students to independently read texts of different genres, which are complex
in content but grammatically straightforward, by the end of the introductory
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course, as well as, demonstrate their comprehension by producing sound
translations of these texts.

Creating this curriculum was inspired by several relevant fields: learning
theories (Feuerstein et al., 1981), functional grammar (Halliday 1993) and
pedagogical grammar (Halabe 2008). Also, it was informed by the extensive
research in modern additional language ' acquisition and its resulting
progressive pedagogies and innovations®. However, it is important to
emphasize that these literatures and methods, as beneficial as they are for
teaching modern languages, are not all necessarily suitable for teaching
classical languages. A major objective of teaching a modern additional
language is communication, (understanding what is heard and read, as well
as, responding in speech and writing), while the main objective of teaching a
classical language like Biblical Hebrew, is limited to reading and
comprehension. In the former, the ability to write well, speak fluently, and
read high level original, un-adapted texts is a long and slow process.
Advanced modern language students may meet such expectations only after
many class hours °. In the latter, students are expected to access highly
sophisticated ancient texts by the end of a much shorter introductory course”.
Therefore, Biblical Hebrew (BH) introductory curricula and their
complementing practice and assessment systems should be planned
economically while seriously considering time constraints. When developing
the Hinneh curriculum, I carefully looked for what could be drawn from
both the rigorous, linguistically and competence oriented academic methods
used in the teaching of BH (i.e., Lambdin 1973, Kittel et al. 1989, Kelley
1992) and the more practical, proficiency oriented methods used for the
teaching of Modern languages. I chose what I deemed to be the golden mean
in order to impart the basics of Biblical Hebrew, and achieve the above
mentioned practical objectives.

In order to plan the practice and assessment tools for a BH introductory
course, instructors should acknowledge what is to be realistically expected
from students. In other words: what can they learn and practice as well as
what level of comprehension can they demonstrate in the given limited time
period? The principles that guided me were:

- giving priority to proficiency (skills) over linguistic competence
(theoretical knowledge of grammar). In other words, using grammar

! second or foreign language.

2 e.g., immersion (ulpan), Total Physical Response (TPR), culture based learning , to list a few.

3According to syllabi of 6 ulpan levels of Rothberg International School, The Hebrew University of
Jerusalem https://overseas.huji.ac.il/hebrewlevels, about 560 class hours are required to complete up to
level 4 (low-advanced) in which students szart reading authentic un-adapted texts.

* about 150 class hours.
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knowledge as a vehicle, leading to comprehension, rather than an end in
itself;

- learning in context;

- providing a large amount of scaffolding through various aids (i.e.,
frequently occurring vocabulary lists, color coding, didactic layout, easy to
access lexicon);

- grading of authentic texts used for teaching, practice and assessment;

- focus on form identification and analysis rather than on creation and
production.

These principles informed the practice and assessment tools created for
Hinneh as well as others created to complement the program. Thus, right
from the beginning, the exercises (with their various aids, which will be
discussed below) facilitate the reading and comprehension of graded
authentic texts. Moreover, students are expected to learn the wvarious
paradigms, but are not required to reproduce them with complete vowels;
they are not asked to assign vowels to Hebrew words or texts; they are not
expected to speak BH® or translate English sentences into Hebrew; finally,
they are certainly not expected to demonstrate competence in theoretical
grammar rules.

INPUT

Input consists of authentic language samples together with practice material
which is accessible to the students. According to the Input Hypothesis
(Krashen 1982) second language acquisition requires input which is

- interesting (meaningful),

- natural (authentic)

- comprehensible’.

This hypothesis offered for the acquisition of modern languages may still
apply to a large extent to the learning of classical languages. However, it is
admittedly not always easy to find meaningful authentic biblical passages
that are also comprehensible and compatible with different stages of a
graded introductory program. This is why some BH textbooks resort to
offering only, or mostly, artificial sentences as examples and practice
material tailored to the grammatical subject presented. Unfortunately, this

® Artificial Hebrew ‘conversations’ are offered in the first half of Hinneh, Volume Aleph. They are meant
to demonstrate new grammatical concepts when read aloud in class. Replicating them as actual
conversations is suggested only as an option, if time allows, and to help lighten the atmosphere and reduce
possible initial apprehensions of what may be perceived as a difficult course.

® In the context of learning a classical language, the notion of comprehensible input should include various
study aids and practice tools.
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practice often results in contrived language and uninteresting content. In
contrast, students reading original passages right from the beginning greatly
appreciate and feel rewarded by a more meaningful experience. A
curriculum in which presentation of grammatical subjects is well sequenced
- taking both frequency and ‘learnability’ into account - allows for level-
appropriate passages to be presented more easily. Such passages can
demonstrate not only the currently taught grammatical topic, but often
contain previously learned topics, thus offering more opportunities for
review and consolidation. As the course progresses, the growing of
vocabulary and of variational and developmental grammatical subjects’
makes the task of finding suitable and meaningful authentic passages
progressively, and sometimes surprisingly, easier. The following two
translation exercises demonstrate the three features conducive to effective
learning according to Krashen’s input hypothesis. These exercises are
offered after the basics (i.e., possessive suffixes, verbless clause, construct
chain, prepositions) have been learned, and before the verb has been
introduced.

Ya'aqov is talking to his servants, to

And he charged the first one, saying prepare for his meeting with Esav.

When Esau my brother meets you and 0N NI DN 18]

asks you, saying AING TINY N Y TEI02 2
v DN SNy’

0397 NIN N

you shall say, APYOY T1aYY IPN)

WYY 23NY... NI DN
7 9)%9NR NI 0 130

(Genesis 32:18-19) (V-2 ,25 IPYNII)
1P0NY ¥ Xiovn D3 1an 0N | 2
*7 V2122 On7 03

T>728 OY II7) TONND
(Judges 19:19) (2,17 DLV 42T 92 NONH PN

7 Nunan (1994) distinguishes between ‘developmental’ grammar items that emerge from one another and
occur in a learner's productive repertoire in a set sequence, and ‘variational’ items that can be learned at any
time. It might be more helpful, though, to determine the nature of the various grammatical systems on a
continuum, from the more developmental to the least developmental, namely, the variational. Learning the
Hebrew possessive suffix, for example, depends on familiarity with only a few concepts: person, gender,
and number. It should be considered much more independent (variational) than the hif'il prefix form of the
hollow verbs, for example, which requires familiarity with many more grammatical concepts (the above
three, together with root, stem, root groups, interpretation of the verb on the time line, etc.). There can be
much more flexibility, therefore, in timing the teaching of the former than of the latter (Halabe 2008).
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These authentic biblical texts - the first, taken from a formative patriarchal
story (Yaaqov preparations to meet with his brother Esav), and the second
depicting elements of a biblical scene (fodder, donkeys, bread, wine,
maidservant, servant) - are interesting on different levels. In the first
example, context conducive to comprehension is offered through an
introductory note in English, and translation is provided for the parts that are
beyond-level. In the second example, context is not needed in order to reach
good understanding. Still, if students are curious, they may follow the
reference offered and read the complete (morally disturbing) story of the
concubine in Giv’ah from which the passage is drawn. In addition to its
contribution to comprehension, authentic context adds relevance to language
study which cannot be achieved through artificial material. Classes in some
settings may take advantage of the opportunities provided by the material
offered to discuss the literary, theological, historical, moral and other issues
raised by the text.

COMMON VOCABULARY

Practice with authentic passages, while focused on the grammar learned in
any particular lesson, eventually accumulates into massive exposure to the
common vocabulary in the biblical text. Familiarity with frequently
occurring vocabulary is important, since a relatively small number of
common words accounts for a large percentage of the entire biblical text®.
Hinneh, does not offer a vocabulary list for each lesson; rather, the basic
vocabulary is provided in the Tool Box volume in comprehensive lists of
frequently occurring words arranged by categories (nouns, prepositions,
verbs etc.). Students are expected to use these lists as well as their lexicon
while working through their translation exercises; in this way, they
familiarize themselves with commonly occurring biblical vocabulary and
learn how to look up less common words.. For example, see below parts of
the frequently occurring noun list 5 out of the 110), and the frequently
occurring prepositions list (5 out of 22).

® For example, the 200 most frequently occurring words account for about 60% of the entire biblical text;
the 1000 most frequently occurring words account for close to 80%, etc. (1983 *nni).
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Right from the beginning of the course, heavy use of both the Tool Box
and the lexicon is expected in order to find and interpret common and less
common vocabulary from the biblical passages studied. Thus, for the above
two passages, students alphabetically find in the Tool Box:

- the common nouns, 927,79y ,0NY NN ,Tay NN
- the common prepositions By ,-9 ,>INN 79

Less common vocabulary in such authentic biblical passages (here: ,jan
70NN NPNNN ,XI9DN) is often encountered, and students learn how to use
the lexicon early in the course. The lexicon recommended for this purpose is

the simpler William Holladay's 4 Concise Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of
the Old Testament (1971).°

GRAMMAR - NOUNS AND PREPOSITIONS

Grammar too, should be learned and practiced in context. Thus, while
working on the above two passages, students are expected to use detailed
parsing charts in order to parse declined nouns and prepositions. These Noun
& Preposition parsing charts are intended to lead the students to the
appropriate entries in either the Tool Box or the lexicon and to ensure that
they take context in consideration. Often, learners can mechanically and
accurately parse lexemes, but are not able to relate their results to the role of
the parsed elements in the verse. Therefore, column 4 in both parsing charts
below inquires:

To whom/what does the possessive/pronominal suffix refer?

% If instructors insist on introducing their students to the more challenging BDB lexicon [(1979). The New
Brown-Driver-Briggs-Gesenius Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon. Massachusetts. Hendrickson Publishers.], 1
strongly recommend that they do so towards the end of the introductory course.
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To answer the questions in column 4 of both parsing charts, students have
to go from verse to parsing chart, and back. They have to ensure that their
results in all columns agree (i.e., gender, form, syntactic role in clause,
tense) and are compatible with the context. Only then can they integrate all
the information and reach sound understanding and good translation. Parsing

charts should be considered as scaffolding, supporting students'
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developing understanding of grammatical concepts and proficiency. They
may be gradually removed when the analysis process is well internalized.

GRAMMAR - THE VERB

Similarly, when studying the Hebrew verb, students are assisted by verb
tools and graded verb parsing charts offered in the Tool Box. Consider the
following three examples from three different stages:

About Rivqah and Avraham’s servant 1
<INAD ON Y XIM

: PO D27 ANYM
(Genesis 24:20) 05 75 YN
The LORD to Yermiyahu: 2
Before I formed you in the belly 10323 TI¥N D02
T

0N RN OV
RYIPN

THD) NI N*2)

(Jeremiah 1:5) (7,8 710 7)
Par’oh to his people: 3
mn

197 DINY) 29 INIY? )3 DY

Let us 2 PN 7277
137299

1PNV YY NN DY 90

12 0NoYN

(-0, X MNY) YIND 11 N2

(Exodus 1:9-10)

- The first example is offered after learning all of the qal prefix and suffix
forms, the major qal root groups, and the short prefix form,
- the second - after learning the hif’il stem,
- the third - after learning all of the stems - at the completion of the
introductory course.

To help students identify the verbs in such passages the Tool Box offers
verb paradigms of the seven stems, as well as those of the major qal root
groups. For example, see the hif’il paradigm:
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hif'il 2yan

'Strong' Verbs o'n2v

Participle >392
b \)) N b\)} - Prefix FormSo | Suffix Form 507
sRIBRPAJY J72VE T . :
Eﬁ.r. L e 2= 70| maYT| w
mioToYR  moovn — g
- — ok ) ™ = -
Passive Participle 5>20 "3 f-.l bw&’ dmﬁ?“?ﬁ“q o
owE| m2vn| m
L TRvr| TvE| e
1DVYT TIYn T E————
- R gy T2 3 T4 mnw
mIovn THTvn T e
Infinitive PR "D"‘b\’)? "D?VJW onx
oy ;/ TI92vD 2V |
consiruct '[’b\’)ﬁ{?‘} M0y ’ — —
o LooaDhyrl IDTHVUN| o
. ' TP T
absolute '\'b\?)q oIy S fn i ke 1DV e
Note the shovt prefix form. mainly for N0 & DOT)
TV TRV
BEA I e WA

Gradually introduced throughout the course are also frequently
occurring verbs lists for all of the prefix and suffix forms, imperative,
participle, and infinitives of the five major stems (qal, nif’al, pi’el, hif’il’
hitpa’el). While studying each stem, form, and weak group, students
carefully color each list (not printed in color in the textbook) according to
detailed color coding instructions given in the relevant lesson (e.g., pink for
1", yellow for 1"s, green for °"v & 1"V). For example, see below for a
partial list of the gal prefix form (20 out of 55 verbs):
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The colorful results of each list (and eventually, all lists of 5 major stems
and all forms) allow learners to create the larger picture of the complex
Hebrew verb system and internalize it. These frequently occurring verbs lists
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are continuously used when reading passages such as the above three
examples.

The verb parsing chart shown below, leads students to the right entries for
verbs found in the above example passages in either the Tool Box or the
lexicon. Here too, students are expected to work thoughtfully, not only
mechanically, and reflect on the questions asked:

- Who/what is the subject of the verb (Column 6),

- Who/what is referred to by the pronominal suffix? [if applicable] (Column
3),

- Where is the verb on the time-line? = tense or mood'® (Column 11).

" Answers for the various irreal moods need not utilize formal linguistic terms, but such words as:
command, promise, blessing, possibility, condition, worry, etc., which demonstrate students’ understanding
of the passage and its context. For the Hinneh way in teaching the biblical ‘tense’ system, see (2010 727m).
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Thus, with the help of various tools and parsing charts, students can
integrate their knowledge of grammar and vocabulary, take context into

account, understand the text, and provide sound translation.
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ASSESSMENT

The three graded parsing charts (nouns, prepositions and, particularly,
verbs) are also invaluable for instructors, who will find them excellent
assessment tools. When regularly checking and correcting students’
translations and their corresponding parsing charts, in homework as well as
exams, instructors can:

- monitor students' progress,
- spot problematic issues and discuss them in class
- evaluate students work and mark it.

QUIZZES

Practice through original biblical texts, together with heavy use of the
Tool Box reinforces students' familiarity with common vocabulary and its
different categories (nouns, verbs of the various stems and root groups etc. (
This reduces significantly the need for rote memorization and, in turn, saves
much time and energy looking up vocabulary when practicing and writing
exams, as well prepares students for studying beyond the introductory
course. Still, instructors may occasionally choose to construct context-less
quizzes to ensure that their students are familiar with the frequently
occurring vocabulary. The following example is taken from a quiz given
when completing the study of the five major stems in all forms (6 out of 100
common verbs offered in the quiz).

Translation Stem Root Hebrew
— Infinitive Verb
only
to believe w97 1.0.8 [ARRIAT Y 1
oY 2
W)'PZ_I 3
yavn 4
MNNYN 5
nyvn 6

Unlike translation exercises and exams, the expectations from students
for answering quizzes of this kind are limited. Students are only expected to
demonstrate their familiarity with common vocabulary and an ability to
identify it at a glance. In the above quiz, for example, they are asked to
identify only the root, stem and meaning of each entry (English infinitive),
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not the person or tense. When writing a quiz, students are not allowed to use
the lexicon or the Tool Box.

EXAMS

When drawing to the conclusion of any major stage in the introductory
course, longer biblical passages than those offered in the textbook may be
offered for review-practice and in exams. These may be meaningful
formative passages of any genre, whether narrative texts retelling the
journeys of the patriarchs, the wandering of the Israelites, and the lives of
judges, kings and prophets; legal texts, including those related to Shabbat
and holidays, or poetic sections from Prophets or Psalms.. The choice of
content may depend on students’ and instructor's interest, school objectives,
approaching holidays, topics discussed in related courses etc. Students find
satisfaction and encouragement when working on longer meaningful texts.

When looking for a longer text for review-practice or exam, one should
try to find a text with a good distribution of the grammatical items recently
studied and others previously learned. The following method, applied to
[Samuel 19, is helpful to the instructor when examining the makeup of any
text and the distribution of its components.
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By differently marking the various components, one gets a clear idea of
the frequency of each grammatical element in the text under consideration,
and thus how suitable it may be for the specific stage of the course. This can
be done by:

- highlighting verbs color coded by stems: gal-yellow, nifal-green, pi’el-red,
hif’il-blue, hitpa’el-purple,

- encircling possessive suffixes,

- arrows to declined prepositions and pronouns,

- bold fonts for construct chains,

- underlining verbless clauses.

Looking at the make-up of the above chapter, one can see that it well
represents the above mentioned grammatical items, including the five major
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stems, which appear in different verb forms and root groups. This text may,
therefore, be suitable for practice and exam towards the end of the
introductory course.

Once a text is chosen, it needs further preparation before being offered to
students. First, it may have to be shortened to fit the time frame available for
the assignment or exam. However, this should not interfere with the flow
and cohesiveness of the text. For example, when preparing I Samuel 19
(originally consisting of 15 verses and 272 lexemes) for an exam, I used
only 70% (13 verses and 195 lexemes), but kept the narrative flow:

To avoid unnecessary obstacles and facilitate analysis and comprehension,
the text should also be didactically laid out. Didactic Layout (1993 >nn77)
presents a text in a more transparent and easier to grasp format. It allows
efficient use of the limited time available and therefore the reading of longer
and more interesting texts.
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Didactic layout, as used here for either shorter or longer passages, could be
regarded as scaffolding which eventually (beyond the introductory course)
will be removed. A didactic layout is created in the following manner:

- complex sentences are broken up to clauses, each in its own line;

- English notes are added to explain context (mostly for shorter passages);

- beyond-level parts of text, helpful for context, are not omitted, but rather
printed in different font with their English translation added;

- depending on the stage in the course, beyond-level parts of text (not
essential for context) are removed and replaced by |[...],

- familiar forms are added in brackets to words with unusual/difficult
formation or spelling (for example: (X177) X7 79°%2 091" 01 717);

- certain words or elements may be printed in bold or larger fonts for
emphasis;

- quotation marks are added;

A text with a good distribution of the required elements, may be didactically
laid out and made compatible with various stages in the course. Thus, for
example, the above text may be used each time with fewer grammatical
elements omitted, and more text left untranslated. The following are the
same four verses (excerpt of the 13 above verses) didactically laid out for
three different learning stages'":

a. After all the basics (e.g., the verbless clause, noun, possessive suffixes,
preposition, construct chain) have been learned, and before the verb has
been introduced:

And was oY ON Ny v oy | L
v 1922 NP
Y120
And David was playing 2 )20 TI7)

And Saul sought to strike NI SINY YD)

5921 12 NINa

but he slipped away DINY 2391 T09?)
And he struck P2 IND NN T2
And David fled and escaped (NND) NN NP LY DI T)T)
to watch him and to kill him PR3 Ipns) imYs
And Michal said LCOINYN S0P N T
Unless you save 12290 V) NN LIPY TN ON

will be killed. 7022 DHW NN

" Please note: actual translation exercises are offered to students in a much clearer fashion than the way they
appear here due to space limitations.
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And Michal let David down
And he went, and he fled, and he
escaped

YoND 12 TIT N 5200 TI)
L5P3) N122) 7922

b. After the gal prefix and suffix forms with all their major root groups are introduced:

And David was playing

SINY HN 1YY 7D M SDm
. 122 NI

Y192 3193

12900 TI7)

1

And Saul sought to strike

And he struck

NidnP INY UPD)

P2 113 "INa

bmw ’mn wsn

993 wmﬂ N 722

(NYPD) NN ‘!???:_l e VNN

To watch him and to kill him

Unless you save

And Michal said

will be killed.

0N JINY NHYN

M1 ma N

9733 mvonb) 77)91//5

YR So0p ‘n‘rb 7997)

nyYn ‘l‘??? nR VIPY TN ON
TP NHN DN

And Michal let David down

NWoND Y3 TIT NN 5220 TI)
N2 799

¢. When almost all of the Hebrew verb system with its five major stems (not the pu’al

and huf’al) have been learned:

NG 9N YT 7D M M
11522 NN

Ay

Y152 11530)

72N NN

1113 HIN2 MDY HINY YpaK
9P

DINY 2391 V9%

Mpa MIND N EEa)

(NN NN ﬂb’b‘.‘l VY1 VI NN

"1 n¥abn n’:z«bn tmw r\b\w\
Y723 INNY) Yy

YR 991 T1Y 1AM

H5aNY

290 7YV NN VNN TN ON
(killed) npm nox nn

POND T¥2 17 N 5N TIM
V1PN NI 799

Students, mostly in Jewish and Christian seminaries, who through their
first language translations are already familiar with the Hebrew Bible and its
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formative texts, have an advantage when reading such texts in the original
Hebrew. They already have the outline of such a story and its context in
mind when trying to decipher it in the original language. Students that lack
this background may find the content very foreign. They are, therefore,
advised to read any English translation of the whole chapter from which the
text was drawn (in our example all of the 24 verses of [Samuel 19, not only
the 13 offered) before starting their work on the assigned text. On the exam,
they receive the English translation of the whole chapter on a separate sheet
to read for a few minutes only, and then hand it back. Now, with a general
idea of the topic, they can start reading and interpreting the assigned Hebrew
text.

During exams, as during practice, students should be permitted, and in
fact expected, to use both the Tool Box and the lexicon. This allows them to
demonstrate their ability to independently'® and efficiently integrate their
knowledge with the use of these resources, and demonstrate what they know,
their skills, and their common sense in interpreting the text, culminating in
their ability to create a solid translation. Hopefully, they will keep using the
same strategies while reading the Hebrew Bible beyond the introductory
course.

REDUCING AFFECTIVE FILTER

The affective component of learning was seriously considered when creating
the Hinneh curriculum and its practice and assessment system. Many
students are intimidated by the Biblical Hebrew course, perceiving it as
insurmountable or at least difficult. It has been argued that in the process of
learning an additional language stress and anxiety could act as a filter which
blocks, or impedes, the absorption of even comprehensible input, and
prevents learners from effectively attending to it (Krashen 1987).
Exaggerated expectations, not compatible with the time available, whether
for the introductory course as a whole or for any specific assignment, may
cause stress and create filters that obstruct learning and good performance.
While designing practice and testing material for the introductory level,
instructors should therefore avoid, or reduce to minimum, unnecessary
requirements such as:

- recreation of paradigms with vowels;

- English to Hebrew translation exercises;

And yes, I would like to emphasize, that ‘independently’, as far as [ am concerned, means: with the help
of such aids.

150



HHE 17 (2015) Halabe: Realistic and Effective Practice

- memorizing vocabulary with no context;
- text layout lacking transparency;
- prohibiting use of lexicon and tools during exams.

The goal is not only to reduce stress, but also to allow students to
concentrate on what is important at the introductory level: building their
proficiency and confidence in accessing straightforward biblical texts.
Moreover, reduced stress frees up time and energy to deal with longer and
more challenging texts.

CONCLUSION

The practice and assessment system for the introductory level described in
this article reflects realistic, but high expectations. It fosters students'
independence when reading and interpreting complex but straightforward
biblical texts. This system also allows the instructors to get a clear picture of
the students' progress, their understanding of the material learned, and the
quality of their interpretation work.
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