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Students in Jewish day school study Modern Hebrew as well as Biblical stories and other
classical texts. These subjects are often taught by different instructors with little coordination between
the two. This is unfortunate, as the similarities and differences between Biblical and Modern Hebrew
may have significant implications on teaching and learning — the two subjects can support each other,
but also pose challenges. Teachers’ awareness of these similarities and differences is important, not
only for deepening their own knowledge and enrichment, but also to help them prioritize the grammar
and vocabulary they are about to impart in both subjects.

The issue of reciprocal relations between teaching Modern Hebrew and the exposure to
Biblical Hebrew, when teaching Bible in Jewish day schools, has not received much attention.
Research on the teaching of the Bible in Diasporic day schools, even when focused on the language
component of it, does not discuss the coordination (or lack thereof), between Hebrew classes and
Bible classes (Hassenfeld, 2018) ,(Pinsky-Greenberg, 2016) . Only Shlomo Haramati’s work, which
concentrates on the examination of vocabulary, thoroughly addresses the subject (1983 p»nnan). 1 will
discuss this contribution further below. Due to this lack of existing scholarship, I do not wish to make

decisive hypotheses or derive firm conclusions, but rather start a debate, make suggestions, and call

for the experiments that would be needed to answer the question: Would calculated coordination

between these two study subjects bring better results?

To this end, I will first discuss the biblical verb in the context of studying Modern Hebrew in
parallel. I will continue with the benefit that can be derived from the overlap between Biblical and
Modern Hebrew in the most frequently used vocabulary. On top of that, attention will be drawn to the

need for updated Hebrew frequency lists intended for schools.

! As I did not find research specifically dealing with this question, I had to rely on information I informally gleaned from
conversations through the years with Hebrew teachers in the Diaspora, as well as on feedback to my inquiry at the online
international Hebrew teachers forum at the Mofet institute



The Biblical Verb System

The verb forms in Modern Hebrew are almost identical to those of Biblical Hebrew? . One would
expect, therefore, that it would be easier for learners of Modern Hebrew to read Biblical passages. But
this is not necessarily the case. In day school Modern Hebrew classes, the order in which the verb is
taught, and even the order in which students are exposed to it, is determined by two considerations:
frequency of the form, and its perceived difficulty. Students first learn the present tense (»vVp) and the
infinitive (>0PRY), and then the past tense (DVP). Only much later they learn the future tense (H>vP?),
(which in today’s Hebrew acts also as command). At the same time, in the Biblical passages that
students are expected to read and study, the most frequently occurring verb form is Sop> followed in
frequency by Yvp. This way, if students in lower grades have not yet studied or even been exposed to
forms for future and past tense in Modern Hebrew, they will encounter them for the first time when
learning Torah. Moreover, Biblical Hebrew verb forms do not clearly reflect tenses as in Modern
Hebrew. Therefore, even later in their studies when students are already familiar with these forms,
they will not necessarily know which tenses they are depicting in the biblical stories they read.
If we ask native Hebrew speakers, laypeople, (even many of the teachers in day school), what is the
difference between Biblical and Modern Hebrew, the answer is most probably be, “reversing vav? ("
T9°nN). A vavpreceding the verb, reverses the future (0> ) into past, and past (>0p) into future”.
This description though, does not reflect the many tenses/moods/aspects, which biblical >vp> and
Svp forms may point to. In spite of this simplistic perception, native Hebrew speakers (unlike /earners
of Hebrew as an additional language), usually intuitively understand the right ‘tense’ in much of the
biblical text. In the biblical text, the forms Yvp? and Y07 point to various points and segments on the
time line, and to various moods and aspects, all at different frequencies. Here are some examples:
S0 e
(0,7 N ONIMIY) IRIW NN ONINY VaW» — past

(N, )0 MnY) NWN 9PY? IN — past

2 mainly, except for:
- the discontinued use of the short (apocopated) prefix form (... 7> Mg~ ,77wM ,x7M)
- the discontinued use of the infinitive absolute (127 71%77)
- the permission to replace the f. pl. (711203 ,7120h5n) instead of the m.pl. (120> ,12n>°)

3 consecutive vav



(V3 YV OouN) YWY DOP>TY NYam — Present (continuous)
(0,50 MNVY) 9MMvn MnN N — command
(2 ,N TPYNID) 1PN WA XYW DN INIW? — jussive
(7,2 YY) NNNoN TV 111 KDY 29N M) IN M) XYW XY — future
The most common occurrence of this form is YV , preceded with a vav of specific vocalization
(different than the vocalization of the conjunctive vay). On its own, Y0p? appears at a lower
frequency. It points, as seen above, not only to the future, but to the past, present, command, and
various subjunctives (what is willed, may happen, condition, blessing, curse, warning, and more). The
vavofYvp» then, does not just ‘reverse’ future tense into past tense as commonly perceived.
Therefore, It would be better to present it to students as vav pas#, depicting its main function, rather
than the way it is usually presented as the reversing vav.

Let us look now at some examples for the use of Yvp form:

bop e
(2,25 PWNI2) HANX WX TN NN TI2 DX X NP — Present
(YO , N1 TPYNRI) YN DN — past
(7,2 7yw) 0»NN 1 vaw) —future
(M ,) ©127) PNYN N NN NAAN) — command
(T2-2 ;N> §Y737) ... 3NY2 DININ VN NN ... XM YN WNHWN YW ON — condition
(YO ,ND MNY) NIVN NN INIY 71 199 —jussive
Yop also, then, points mainly to the past, whereas Yv{) has an array of possible
interpretations (note that this time the vav preceding the form is identical to the vav comjunctive and
its characteristic vocalization). This conjunctive vav, does not reverse the past tense only to the
future tense. It also depicts the command, and the various subjunctives. It would be better, here too,
not to present this vav of the Y0 as reversing vav, because its function is much wider than just
reversing.
The admittedly simplistic model (appendix No.2), clearly illustrates the distribution of tenses

(as well as moods and aspects) that the biblical Yv{/50p? forms may be interpreted as depicting. A

4 Vav past is a new term coined in my textbook Hinneh, to avoid the confusing array of commonly used terminology
such as: 719777 ", consecutive, conversive, reversing, etc.



large font represents high frequency, and vice versa. This model clearly shows not only that both
forms point to similar ‘tenses’, but that in most occurrences both Y0 and Y% point to the past.
As I mentioned above, in spite of this fluidity of tenses, moods, and aspects in the Biblical verb
system, native Hebrew speakers/readers are able to well ‘organize’ verbs found in a text along the

timeline. It seems that in many cases they rely on context to make sense and understand
e what already happened — past
e what is happening, at the time that words are said, or text is composed/narrated — present

e what will happen or may happen — future, command, wish, blessing, curse, possibility,

condition, indirect instruction and more.

In the first languages of most students attending diasporic Hebrew day schools (i.e., English,
French, Spanish), the verb timeline is meticulously divided into various sections. In such languages
there are usually clear form markers that point to the different points on the timeline: earlier past and
later past, what will surely happen or is happening (tense), what may happen (modus), and even
whether an action happens once, is repeated or continuous (aspect) etc. The ‘fluidity’ of the biblical
verb system, therefore, may impose an additional difficulty in figuring out where on their own first
language time-line the actions are being depicted.

How then can we overcome the two hindering issues?

e The different order in which the various verb forms are taught or given exposure in Modern

and Bible classes

e The difference in interpreting ‘tenses’ in Modern versus Biblical Hebrew.

Let me suggest a few ideasIn Hebrew Class:

e Good familiarity with common verbs in Modern Hebrew should be fostered, as many of them
are also frequently occurring in the Bible (more about this will be discussed below).
Consequently, in their Bible class, students should practice identifying familiar verbs, that
appear in the biblical text, even if they appear in forms not yet studied. Thus, for example, if in
lower grades students have learned only the participle/present tense and the infinitive, e.i.,
4319/991% and they come across 9241% or 934, they may still be able to guess the meaning of

the verb, (albeit not the tense) by its root and similar sound.



e Expose students to the modern day past Yop and future S>> Hebrew tenses, even before
formally studying them.. Teachers (not students!) should use these forms in conversation, and
students should be exposed to them in stories and songs. In lower grades it will be only
exposure, with no expectation for production in speech or writing. Thus, when they come
across the biblical occurrences of the same forms in Torah stories, they may not sound totally
foreign. Such familiarity will not yet allow them to interpret the ‘tense’ in the biblical text.
This issue will have to be dealt with further in the framework of the Torah class.

In Bible Class

e Students should be encouraged to give an educated guess of the ‘tense’ of the biblical verb,
helped by context. Context is a most powerful element in understanding any text (Omaggio
Hadley 2001).

e Even if students have not yet formally studied the Modern time past and future verb form in
their Hebrew class, they should learn how to identify Y0p» /507 in the text (the most common
verb forms in the Bible), especially when they point to the past. To this end, students should
learn (even in lower grades) how to identify:

- the bvp suffixes

- the Yo7, prefixes

- as well as the specific (most common) vocalization of vav-past.
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Such expectations may seem exaggerated. However, in the Leshon Hatorah method,

conceived by Rabbi Widner for English speaking children in Haredi schools, the meaning of



frequently occurring prefixes and suffixes® are imparted from a very young age. Students learn to

identify the grammatical persons these prefixes/suffixes represent. Leshon Hatorah is no doubt a

challenging program and would clearly not suit every framework, school and class, but it is intriguing
and thought provoking. Even if not adopted in full, it would be worthwhile drawing some good ideas

from it.

Vocabulary

What is the vocabulary we should impart to students who study both Modern Hebrew and Bible?

Before answering this, we should consider the questions:
e Are frequently occurring words in the Bible also frequently occurring in Modern Hebrew?

e To what extend can the common vocabulary acquired in Hebrew class, support the acquisition
of biblical vocabulary, and vice versa?

Unlike the considerable differences between interpreting the ‘tense’ of the biblical verb versus the
Modern Hebrew verb, the vocabulary of the two ‘Hebrews’ have significant overlap. Indeed, when we
look at the most common verbs in the biblical text, we find that we are still eating and drinking, seeing
and hearing, getting up and standing, coming and going, loving ... with exactly the same verbs as in
Modern Hebrewé. When we look at the most common nouns in the biblical text, we find that in a
family, we have a fatherand a mother, a sonand a daughter, a brotherand a sister; we live in a house,
drink water, and eat bread, and count the days, weeks, months and years ... all with exactly the same

nouns as in Modern Hebrew?”. Also, we still use many of the same prepositions, with their full
declension. Thus:...72 ,12 ,92,92 ,°2 8, and so on and so forth are the same. There is no wonder,

therefore, that despite the distance in time, educated native Hebrew speakers understand
straightforward narrative (and even some poetic biblical texts) reasonably well. Certainly, they would

not feel that they are reading a text in a different language®.

Possessive suffixes, among others

¢ More examples in Hebrew in appendix No. 2

7 More examples in Hebrew in appendix No. 3

8 As oppose to giving up in every day speech on noun declension and replacing ...7790 ,"790 with 77w 29077 ,">w 1907 .
See examples for common prepositions in appendix No. 4

9 ... and yes, this is in spite of the contrarians, who claim the opposite i.e., Gilad Zuckermann

6



Still, some caution is warranted. Within the common vocabulary, there are slight or even significant
differences between Biblical and Modern Hebrew at times — the meaning may be identical, partial or
totally different. For example, among the verbs y»v is not only Aearas today, but also Aearken,
understand, 3vis not only siz, but also reside, settle down; 73771s not only buy, but also create.
Among the nouns m7°2is home/house, but also, family; on5 is bread, as well as food in general; 9w is
not only feenager, but child, even baby, and servant, There are also nouns whose meaning today is
different from its biblical one. For example, in the Bible /77130 1s not a good deed, but a
commandment; in most of its occurrences o7 signifies time — efernity, not place — the world, 7778
is not yet charity, but honesty, righteousness, justice. In such cases, students’ attention should be
drawn to these distinctions in order to avoid imposing later meanings on earlier texts.
This being said, one should not underestimate the importance of the large overlap in vocabulary, and
teachers should use any opportunity to foster students’ familiarity with it. Thus, they will find in the
biblical stories much of what they have learned in Modern Hebrew, and vice versa. A good example is
the story of Yosef’s dreams, as illustrated in Appendix No. 5. In this teacher’s guide, the vocabulary in
the text is color coded according to the expected level of familiarity in preparation for teaching. Still,
before students approach the text for intensive study, they should listen to the story outline in their
first language. When the ‘blue print’ of the story is known, it is easier for the them to find their way in
the original text (Omaggio Hadley 2001) and identify the familiar aspects in it. However, they will
come across familiar words in forms they have not yet learned ( 0p*1/507p°/50p , possessive suffixes
etc.), they will certainly, depending on their level, need a teacher’s help to mediate between them and
the text. The students’ first encounter with the actual studied Hebrew text should be when they listen
to the teacher reading the story aloud for the first time. As in any story time reading, biblical stories
studied in Hebrew should also be read with expressive tone and theatricality to ensure better
understanding. The teacher should point to the most common vocabulary appropriate to students’
level from Hebrew class (i.e., as highlighted in yellow in Appendix No. 5), even if their form in the
text is different and unfamiliar.

This is where the great importance of coordination between Hebrew teachers and Bible
teachers is required. For example, right before teaching Josef’s dreams story is taught in Bible class, a

special effort should be made in the Hebrew class in order to use the common words in the story:



field, love, father, mother, brother, dream, sun, stars etc. This ensures that common vocabulary, which

also appears in the story, will sound familiar, when the text is presented and mediated in Bible class.
Eventually, this approach has implications in the opposite direction too — the biblical

vocabulary that frequently occurs in interesting stories such as Josef’s dreams will have a better

chance of being remembered.

The Need for Updated Frequent Words Lists for Students

I have already mentioned the importance of frequency when imparting vocabulary as obvious, but it
would be helpful to expand on this subject further. Indeed, word frequency is very powerful in
learning any language, either for communication or for text reading only; a relatively small number of
the most frequently used words covers a surprisingly high percentage of the total current words in any
text or speech. Thus, if we manage to gradually impart the 1000 most common words, students will be
able to understand about 85% of current words in any text. If they acquire 1000 more words, they will
understand about 95% - a relatively small increase (Haramati, 1983). This in no way means that
students should be expected to memorize lists of words. They should acquire them through rich
learning programs, and in all the creative ways which good educators excel in: lively conversations,
songs, stories, games, exercises, etc. If all these are loaded with common vocabulary, (modern and
biblical), students will strengthen their ability to interpret texts in both.

Another reason for the importance of imparting frequent vocabulary is that familiarity with
common words frees both teachers and students to deal with less known and less frequent vocabulary
when they encounter these — a great saving of time and energy at any stage. Appendix 6 demonstrates
the possible extent of comprehension of the same text, at three different levels, based on familiarity
with 500, 1000, 2000 common (cumulative) words.

Which common words should be imparted? Shlomo Haramati (1986) offers three vocabulary lists

for day school in the Diaspora:
e Bible 117210
e Prayer Book 556

e General Reading (Modern) 1072

10 Haramati included in his Bible and prayer book words list, words appearing at least 25 times.
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Because of the partial, but significant overlap among the three lists, the total number of words in the
combined list is not 2800, but only 1736!1. This is certainly a reasonable minimal suggested number to
be imparted through the grades in a diasporic day school (see appendix 8 for one page of his ‘core’
list). But, after more than thirty years since its publication, should we adopt Haramati’s un-updated list
as is? Unfortunately, with the lack of any updated lists created especially for school students, this may
be our only choice. However, this should be done with some modifications. Since the Bible and the
Prayer Book are fixed texts, their components in Haramati’s lists are still valid. His modern Hebrew
component, though, needs some additions and deletions. Haramati built his General Reading list!2 on
previous lists based, in their turn, on written texts for children that were in use in the 1980s. Even
though much of this list is still in common use, part of has to be updated. Hebrew is constantly
developing - some of what was depicted in that list, may not be accurate today. In Haramati’s

suggested combined ‘core’ list therefore, there are:
o Words, biblical and modern, still in use?2.

e Words that significantly decreased their frequency through the years, or even

disappeared from daily use, and should be deleted from the list!4.
e Common words that were not common when the list was constructed, or coined only
later,'’ should be added.
In addition, slang words do not appear in Haramati’s list. According to today’s more flexible

approach, some common ones should be considered.

Awareness of the importance of frequent vocabulary encourages teachers and program
planners to realistically foster familiarity with a relatively small number of words. This body of
vocabulary enhances students’ comprehension of many texts, both classical and modern, and also

serves them well in conversation, singing, playing, and media watching and listening. Despite their

" See appendix 7 for a diagram roughly illustrating the partial overlap among the 3 lists, and the ‘core’ list emerging
from this overlap.

12 He describes the way he created his Modern Hebrew list from previous existing lists (Balgoor 1968, among them), in
his book »OPNTT 2IMOYW’

13,990,015 ,990 13 ,/MNn ,phvn 9o XNINNY , Punng ,o>Nnng ,1aonY ,p oany

49829 ,97TN9 , 72D 90,108,120, PYn AR 19N 900,019

15 .mp aunn 95N 50,000



importance in language teaching, we do not have up to date frequency lists based on today’s rich
written and spoken Hebrew (children’s stories, children’s magazines, media, talk, etc.). 1¢ Financial
resources should be made available for the creation of updated frequency lists for children, especially

as it is technically so much easier to produce them from digitized resources?’.

Conclusion

Deliberate focus and planning around the similarities and differences between Biblical Hebrew and
Modern Hebrew can contribute to both efficient teaching, and richer learning experiences. Teachers
who are aware of these synergies can coordinate between the two education subjects and reap the

benefits in both Modern Hebrew and Torah classes.
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Appendices

Appendix 1

Tool No. 12
A Simplistic Time Line Ilustration

“Before Now’ Now’ ‘Beyond Now’

[Time of Urterance]

Past Present
o Fumre
o Jrreal Moods
A Simplistic Model for Interpreting Tense and Mood of the Prefix and Suffix Forms
Note:

1. This Tool is applicable not only to the >p smrong’ verbs, bur also o all other root groups, and all other stems.

[

3. Irreal Mood::

- Command

. Font sizes roughly r¢flects frequency of occurrence.

- Cohortative: sejf~directed command, encouragement e.g. Let me..., Letus..
- Jussive: expectation from. an indirect command for, the 3rd person e.g. Let himher'them ...
- Various Subjunciives: condition, purpose, possibiiity, suggestion, warning, conseguence. request. blessing, curse, efc.

4. Once you determine the poczzible interpretation (ie. where iz the verd on the time-line), chooze the suitable Engiizh tenze for rrancziation.

Prefix Form
Form Form 'y Past On Which Section of the Time Possible Interpretations
Representation Yes/No Line?
Prefix Form + 1 Past Supm | Yes | ‘Before Now’ Past!!!
oy e Present (comimons action)
g N s | S e B Do
o ow rond Now
Prefix Form + % Conjunctive oM ) * ,I:,rc,.:l kig?udﬁ
Predx Fom S| e “Befor Now' Past_possibly repeated, habinial action
Suffix Form
Form Form 1 Conjunctive On Which Section of the | Possible Interpretations
Representation Yes/No Time Line?
Suffix Form 20R No ‘Before Now’ Past!!!
¢ Fufure
Suffix Form + Y Conjunctive 2 Yes ‘Beyond Now’ e Irreal Moods
i {50 mote Noo 3 above )
o« P
Suffix Form
In verks indicatieg perception o feclings op No Now' Present
| og 57 WK
Suffix Form = To “Beyond Now Funze
May ocour in podtic, propheiic iexts
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Appendix 2.
As examples you will find below 55 common ga/ Yy verbs in the Bible in alphabetical list? :
LN WP, TN NS ()T, 590 YT 00,210,991 077, 7977 ,i727 7103, N3 90N , IIN ,IIN , 37N, TN
L0, 729,009,770y 7Y, THY ,715Y , 13V, 73V, 190 , 10,30, )10 NV ,59) YOI NP, ToD 1D NP0 3o
OV, N, 09V, IV IOV NEY , IOV , 3V, I3V ,7INT NP
Appendix 3
Examples for 110 common nouns in the Bible20:
SUON NN DN WX DN ITIN DTN, DTN, )IN
13,7073, T3 ,7TUN ,UN YIN 9N ,ON ,D%719N , 9N
LO7, 17,937,592 00,02 ,9¢32,50932 ,973,)3
,T0N 550,00 , 80N ,NON ,WTN VI, 3778 ,977, T1T
LNDD 5,959 .02 )70, 7132 ,00,00,7,329N
LIINYD DAY TV, I3TH 71905 ,005 ,335,35 ,99 ,909
SISD FTUVD 1000 700, TOP ,7IONIY ,FTINIY  TNID 000 7100
AW, T3V, TV, W), W 71500 N2, DOVP ,7INOVN 0070
,029,7719,11Y ,08V ,YY,08, Y, Y, 1,091
,207 ,UNT D02 WP, 7T TS TS NS INY  INY 099
D1, W, 0V, WY, TV, Y, 0,13V Y7,
Appendix 4
Examples for 23 common prepositions in the Bible!
oy, 700 , N0, 0/-1 ,INIP2 W05 -5, 0o/-5 , N3, NV 3973, 23 ,-3 , 7N, S¥N

TN , 1IN ,5Y , 590,220,295 , 5N ,2INN/INN

19 out of 175 common verbs of all stems (222223) offered in the Tool Box of R. Halabe (2011) Hinneh —
Biblical Hebrew the Practical Way

20 Source as above
21 Source as above

13



Appendix 5

The story of Josef’s dreams (Genesis 37) demonstrates how a biblical text can be prepared for

teaching. In order for teachers to find out how much of the text may be familiar to students from

Hebrew class:

words common in Modern Hebrew, were highlighted in the biblical text in yellow.
Verbs: 5195, 90w5 ipws , 0785 0075 ,8135 7905 9375, NI , MWY2 , INIZ , IS, navs
Nouns: 212, mws Wipws , 207X ,0025 ,X)35 ,91902 9375 , WNZ , JDOUYT , J1INIZ IS Navs
Numbers: e 70X, 772y VIV

Declined and free-standing prepositions, vav (either conjunctive or vav pasg, the definite
article n, the possessive suffixes — were all highlighted in blue.2?

Key words in this story, which may not be familiar yet ,nnnwnS , N5 NP , 098D ,NNION
,DY09 TN, 0MPT 1,027,900y, as well as words common in the Bible and less in the

Hebrew the students have been exposed to 7y¥) )& ,Ay17, were highlighted in grey.
And two more elements not in use in Modern Hebrew were highlighted in -:
- the preposition NX without pronominal suffix (signifying ‘with’)

- the question N

Looking at the color coded text below (covered mostly by yellow and blue which signify what is

supposed to be familiar, or at least not totally foreign), it is strikingly evident how much support can

knowledge from Hebrew class transfer to Bible class and support study in it.

22 Which even though were not formally studied yet, are not totally foreign, as they are similar to pronominal suffixes
attached to common prepositions (i.e., ..."9 , 79,79 ,9) familiar from Hebrew class.
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What is Familiar from Modern Hebrew?
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Appendix 6

The text presented below is from Gadi Taub’s 'nY NS »Nw 0127, The same two pages are shown

four times in their original print as well as three times with different color highlighting each. Color

,---:j:.-.:“. T MYIN ﬂ'}ﬁj‘un -‘3113 n A

0 ol s o sl R et
BB nivon e 2

K33 MoK

T ma Y vy I
v fury S oo S ii o

{DAP2N 7K 7Y ONaT X2
P3390 H9N- 0K 208 o
Umeenang W ayyl 19 K0 O
PR30 BPOK 208 RT3 P Rl

;07 1T Yo K] INK Wl

oo i8N o717

e K KIE TV 1O Pnxd

i g

RN NP min oing wmwne”

ATYE 7N 02K OMRTRN unIs At

represent students’ expected familiarity with common vocabulary 500, 1000, 2000 most common

words (cumulative) according to the Balgur’s list (1968)23. The familiar and easy to comprehend words

in each level, were highlighted. The parts nothighli

ghted have to be understood from context (if

possible) or overcome with extra help from teacher/dictionary. This part of course, decreases as

familiarity with common vocabulary increases.

23 The numbers added to each text represent how many times minimum each of the words in the list appears in the

corpora which the list is based upon.
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Appendix 7

[lustration of Shlomo Haramati’s (1983) overlapping three vocabulary lists combined into one

‘Core’ list of 1736 words.

Biblical Hebrew 1172 words Modern Hebrew 1072 words

Prayer book Hebrew 556 words

Appendix 8
An example from Haramati’s combined ‘core’ list (1983). The complete list is found at

http://www.hebrew-with-halabe.com/modern-hebrew/teaching-hebrew-as-an-additional-
language/frequent-words-lists-hebrew/
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