
Open-ended Torah exploration is  a  process in which 
we  offe r children Tora h, listen to the ir questions, a nd toge ther, 
design a  fina l project tha t will le t them gra pple  with a  big idea  tha t 
ma tte rs to them. 
 

Open-ended Tora h explora tion personalizes learning a nd 
connects  us  with our community, while  de lving into the  wisdom of 
our tra dition. It’s  J ewish lea rning designed to develop 
empathy, skills for collaboration, and 
intellectual rigor. 
 
This  winte r, third  through fifth gra de  Ana fim (“Bra nches”) children 
se t out on a n open-ended Tora h explora tion. It would be  the  
longest Tora h text we’d ever ta ken on in e ight weeks: Genesis 37 - 
50. 
 
 
  



 

In open-ended Torah exploration, we go slowly. 
We want children to hear details and nuances in the text, and ask 
bigger picture questions about the text, too, e.g., the text’s 
perspective, what information is present or absent. As we 
proceed slowly through the text, we also teach children to 
pay attention the voice inside themselves, that 
voice that responds with feelings and sometimes words, to what 
is happening in the text. During this theme, we worked 
deliberately on hearing these two “voices” - the voice of the text 
and the voice inside ourselves. For this theme, we worked less on 
hearing the voice of our peers. 
 
At the beginning of the theme, to get to know the initial few 
chapters of Yosef, Anafim children worked in chavrutah (partner 
text study). Children were introduced to specific tools for 
capturing what our inner voices “say” about the text as they read, 
like underlining, drawing, writing phrases, and using exclamation 
points and question marks. At the end of every chunk of text, 
children chose their most pressing question and posted it publicly 
on the wall by a large-size copy of the text. Our wall of Torah text 
and questions grew through the theme, until the entire wall was 
covered in text and questions.  
 
 
  



 
To support children’s growth on skills for listening to the voice of 
the text and children’s inner voices, we reflected out loud on the 
process of studying Torah together. We considered together: 
how do we read Torah differently from reading 
a fiction chapter book? We pondered two types of 
questions we might ask about the text: questions that stem from 
not understanding what is happening in the text, or not 
understanding a word, and questions whose answers depend on 
a person’s perspective, a question with many possible answers. 
Children understood that they needed to back up their opinion 
with evidence from the text, and that people can have differing 
opinions about how to interpret the text. 
 
For many children, using words and conversation to share their 
inner voice - what they think and feel about the text - is not the 
most effective way for them to share their ideas. The yetzirah 
(art/creativity) studio, where children can create something with 
their hands, offers not only a different modality for expression, but 
the process of creating art, too, lets children 
see more about what they think and believe. 
 
 
  



 
In yetzirah (art/creativity), Anafim children focused on collage. 
Anafim children learned several collage techniques during this 
theme: mixed paper, 3D collage, mixed media, and 
representational vs. symbolic collage. Children made quick 
collages every week to express their initial ideas about the text. 
 
By the fourth week of the theme, the Education Team realized we 
were going to need to move faster through the text in order to 
offer children Yosef’s entire story. We shortened the text by four 
chapters, so we would explore only Genesis 37 - 46, which would 
take us from the point at which the Torah first introduces Yosef 
(Joseph) until Yaakov (Jacob) and his family move from Cana’an 
down to Egypt. 
 
We made one more important change to our text exploration 
process, based on what the children told us. I asked the children: 
do you remember and understand the text better when you hear 
it out loud, or when you study it together with a chavrutah? Only 
one out of 15 children said they remember and understand the 
text better in chavrutah. Reading slowly for meaning is still a 
growing skill for third through fifth grade children, and while 
children’s chavrutah skills have grown by leaps and bounds in the 
past year, chavrutah is not the most effective way for children to 
take in long pieces of text. The chavrutah process let children 
grapple with small pieces of text, like 1-3 verses. 
 
If we were going to spend less time in chavrutah, then we needed 
a process by which children would continue to develop skills for 
listening to the text and their own inner voices. Our “My 
Questions and Ideas” page became our tool. I would read 
the text out loud, slowly, and children would capture what was 
going on inside their heads and bodies on the page. Some 



children filled their page with bubbles of pictures interpreting the 
text. Some  children so e ffective ly ca ptured the ir inner voice  tha t 
they wrote  things like , “WHAT THE????” in re fe rence  the  brothers  
ea ting brea d while  Yosef is  in the  pit, a nd “Ra bbi Rebecca  is  a  
good rea der.” Some children wrote  lists  of questions, so ma ny 
questions they needed two or three  pa ges! 
 

In open-ended Torah exploration, the final 
project pushes children to develop a new 
understanding of the text, themselves, and their 
community. For our Anafim final project, we wanted children 
not just to ask a question about a single detail in the text, e.g., why 
the brothers ate bread while Yosef was in the pit, but to synthesize 
their understanding of the story. Children chose a single 
character to focus on for their analysis. 
 
 
  



 
The final project process involved: small group meetings to 
discuss characters, feelings, and motivations, drafts of a collage, 
one-on-one meetings with Rabbi Rebecca to clarify and deepen 
ideas, checking the text again and again to hear what it said, a 
second or even third version of a collage, and editing our written 
statements.  
 

The final project is not an art project about a 
child’s interpretation of Torah. The final project is a 
platform on which to develop analytical skills, practice expressing 
ideas, resilience, and respectful disagreement, and consolidate 
understanding of Torah. Sixteen third through fifth grade children 
worked through the entire process to complete a collage, written 
statement, and oral explanation of their understanding of Genesis 
37-46. Open-ended Torah exploration made it possible. 
 
 
  



 
Why do we offer Torah to children in open-ended Torah 
exploration? We do it because we are all co-creators of 
a Judaism that changes and grows through time. If we are to 
raise children who know how to play with Judaism, with the 
confidence, knowledge, and skills to create their own Jewish 
experiences out of what has come before them and their dreams 
for the future, then we must offer our children a dynamic, 
flexible Judaism, imbued with hope and 
creativity. We need a Judaism in which children’s 
voices matter, in which each child can clearly see that s/he 
affects the course of Judaism itself. Open-ended Torah 
exploration is an essential process in developing children who 
know themselves to have powerful voices in the ongoing 
conversation of our people.  
 


