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away, when you lie down and when you get up. Bind them 
as a sign upon your hand and let them serve as a symbol 
between your eyes. Inscribe them on the doorposts of your 
house and your gates. (Deut. 6:7–9) 

In the world-renowned early childhood centers of Reggio Emilia (from 
which many Jewish schools have begun to learn), teachers are attuned to 
following the lead of the children in designing “emergent curricula” for 
them. If one day the students encounter the awesomeness (for example) of 
worms and snails that live underground in the backyard of their school, then 
the “curriculum” for the next few days may involve exploring the life under 
the dirt. Yet teachers also create “provocations” that aim to elicit a sharp 
response from the children to guide their intellectual, social, and emotional 
development. Thus, teachers may provide students with a terrarium and 
ask them to research what they would need to build the worms an indoor 
home. Or, conversely, in response to the children’s wish to bring the worms 
into the classroom, the teacher may simply ask, “How do you think the 
worms will feel?” 
In this last example of a provocation, we can imagine the children talking 
about whether it’s right to take worms out of the ground, or perhaps about 
the benefits to worms of being in a protected environment. Here the 
teacher may also join the conversation, inquiring to better understand the 
experience of the learners and to help them deepen their own self-
reflection and illuminate the ways Judaism can offer insights. Our 
exemplary teacher may talk about a Jewish scholar named Heschel, who, in 
addition to walking with MLK, taught us the importance of responding 
ethically to experiences of awe. Imagine the students, throughout the year, 
asking themselves, “What would Heschel have done?” Internalizing the 
learning means having it become a regular part of the students’ everyday 
conversations. 
While offering this rich pedagogy of experiential education, the Torah asks 
us to consider another way learners can and should experience Judaism so 
as to thrive. Sometimes we can only take something to heart by doing it 
repeatedly without first understanding or desiring it. We see this all the 
time in education, again particularly (but not solely) in early childhood 
education. If children are to freely discover and express themselves, they 
also need structures that bracket and transition the spaces and times of 
their learning. Thus, their days are bound by rituals—opening and closing  

circles, cleanup time, celebrations—that bind them together as a group and 
reinforce the day’s learning and the values of the community. 
Moreover, there are practices and values best learned through the doing—
na’aseh venishma. Instructing the students to engage in daily tzedakah may 
seem forced and strange at first. But they come to value and understand the 
“commanded” practice of giving to others in need as a way of enriching their 
own lives by becoming responsible people. We also know from spiritual 
education that you cannot just hear how to live, for example, a life of 
gratitude. To live gratefully, you must bind your days with ritual practices—
such as the recitation of Modeh Ani every morning—so that you come to see 
the world through a Jewish lens of gratitude, as if you have “a symbol 
between your eyes,” which alters your perceptions and in turn your choices 
and actions. 
Last, we all recognize that no matter how much we have taken these 
teachings to heart, we will falter and forget. We need reminders, especially at 
those times when we enter and leave the different physical and cultural 
spaces that demarcate our contemporary lives. Judaism is not the only 
source of values that our children will encounter in their lives. Even as adults, 
every day we are influenced by other ideas, and our desires are provoked by 
the advertisements and temptations in which we are daily immersed. We 
need reminders of that which we have taken to heart. Imagine if on the 
doorposts and gates of your life—every place and every time you move 
across a cultural threshold from one “space” to another—you were able to 
touch an inscription that brought you back to those valued Jewish teachings 
that have enabled you to thrive in the contemporary world. What would you 
inscribe? 
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