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At the Heart of This Book
The following six “huge ideas•” are at the heart of the design of this book. They should be 
at the center of the focus that every teacher brings to this material.

1.When we study “prayers” it is 
important that we also work on “the 
art of prayer.”

Prayer is something that happens in the heart and the mind and not just the 
mouth. It is communication with the self, communication within a community, 
and communication with God. If we only learn how to “say” words in the 
Siddur but have no way of letting the words work inside use, then we are like 
someone who knows how to turn on a computer on which no programs have 
been installed.

S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 intentionally combines work on (a) performing prayers, 
(b) mastering some of the Hebrew language used in prayers, and (c) providing 
students with windows into the ways that prayers come to have personal meaning.

2. Stories form a window into the 
process of prayer.

The rabbis believed that the Siddur was a lot like the script that an actor uses. 
For them, prayer was the capturing of a moment when the Jewish people had a 
unique experience of the Divine. When we use the Siddur (and can read it in the 
context of the stories of these moments) we can be just like actors using our 
own experiences to recreate the moments they capture. The Siddur is really an 
opportunity to relive the most important moments of the Jewish experience.

S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 collects these stories and invites students to use them 
to find the connection between these focal Jewish moments and their own life 
experiences and understanding.

3. Knowing and recognizing word-parts, 
roots, and other language elements 

evolves a strong connection to the liturgy.
Even when we do not have time to teach our students to speak Hebrew, even 
when we will not be able to give them enough vocabulary and grammar to 
accurately translate Hebrew texts, we still have the ability to give them a sense 
of the meaning of the Hebrew in the siddur.

This curriculum uses a technique called the “the approximation of translation” 
that teaches students a core Hebrew vocabulary, builds their skill at recognizing 
roots in context, and then challenges them to use those tools to build an 
evolving sense of “the general meaning” of key passages in the Siddur. When 
students sense a growing ability to “understand” the Siddur, their connection 
deepens.

4.There is a difference between 
“reading,” “sounding,” and 

“performing.” When it comes to learning how 
to pray, reading and performing are the most 
important skills.
“Sounding” is the process of looking at letters on a page and pronouncing 
the “words” they form. Sounding is an enabling tool that lets us move to the 
other two levels.

“Reading” is the act of looking at letters on a page and deriving meaning from 
them. This is one way that the liturgy comes off the page and enters our heart.

“Performing” is the process of repeatedly practicing a given passage until its 
words can be spoken or sung with reasonable fluency. “Performing” is a skill 
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that enables most participation in Jewish worship. Students will use “sounding” 
to learn pieces of their bar/bat mitzvah material, but the rest of their Jewish life 
will primarily require mastered performances.

This curriculum spends some time building sounding skills and works towards 
reading but centers on the performance of the prayers.

In this curriculum we avoid the word “reading” when meaning is not involved. 
In this guide we will bow to conventional usage and use the term “decoding” 
to refer to “sounding.”

5. Knowing the structure of the service 
helps students assemble individual 
prayers into a complete worship 

experience.
Jewish worship has formal structures. When students know the pattern, order, 
and sequence of the prayers (a) they know where they are in the service at 
any time, (b) the presence of each element makes sense, and (c) they have a 
better chance of being able to surf the flow of the liturgy and create meaningful 
personal experiences.

S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 is designed to make the structure, location, interconnec-
tion, and purpose of each prayer clear. Each prayer is clearly identified as a 
piece of a structure. Its context and function are always clearly presented.

6. It is important to build patterns of 
study and give students enduring 

study tools.
Lifelong learning requires the building of connections, insights and tools. There 
is much more liturgy to be mastered than can be studied in the context of most 
schools. We therefore need to provide our students with tools that they can 
continue to apply after our classes have finished.

S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 teaches students to (a) recognize the structure and 
position of prayers inside services, (b) use roots and other language elements 
to gain a sense of their meaning, and (c) use the stories and insights of the 
rabbinical tradition to develop their own “art of prayer.” 

Introduction
The name of this book comes from a verse from the Book of Psalms (Psalm 51 verse 17). 
The verse reads:


Adonai S’fatai Tiftah U’Fee Yageed Tehilatekhah

Eternal God, open my lips, that my mouth may declare your glory.

This verse is used as a preface before the Amidah, an essential component of every 
Jewish service. As some Jews read each word in this verse they take three steps backward 
and then three steps forward as a way of preparing themselves to enter into the presence 
of God.

The Context for This Book
S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 
is designed to be the 
third book in a student’s 
journey through his or her 
formal Jewish learning. It 
presupposes that the stu-
dents have already com-
pleted a reading primer 
and have mastered the 
basic “reading code.” 
It also assumes a pass 
through volumes one 
and two of this series. 
While it would be helpful 
if students have begun 
to build a foundation of 
Hebrew vocabulary, this is 
not a prerequisite for suc-
cess with this material. 
As the teacher, you can 
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adjust the extent to which you reinforce vocabulary through games, review sheets and 
other teaching strategies.

S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 has been designed as the  “Hey” element (the fifth piece) in the 
Torah Aura school curriculum. BJL Beginnings can be used in kindergarten or first grade. 
Now I Know my Alef Bet is a first year preprimer. It is designed to teach both letter recog-
nition and a basic vocabulary. Marilyn Price and Friends Learn the Alef Bet from Alef to 
Tav is the second preprimer that both grows “sounding” skills through the introduction of 
vowels and reinforces vocabulary. Ot la-Ba’ot (Signs of the Future) is our primer. It grows 
directly out the previous progression of books and teaches the complete sounding code, 
core Hebrew vocabulary, and even the history of the Hebrew language. S’fatai Tiftah 
Volumes 1 and 2 have been engineered to grow out of that work. If you will be teaching 
S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2, reviewing Ot la-Ba’ot and S’fatai Tiftah Volume 1 is a good idea.

You are a very lucky teacher. This year you will have the opportunity to move your students 
beyond the basics and into the world of meaningful Jewish prayer and practice. You will 
give your students the tools they need to become active meaning makers and participants 
in the ritual life of the Jewish people.

Basic Goals
S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 is designed to provide you with the materials you need to enable 
your students to successfully achieve four major goals.
• Your students will be able to perform the basic prayers from the first part of the Shabbat 

morning service. By mastering these skills, your students will feel comfortable participating in 
the services in your synagogue. They will feel at home not only in your synagogue but also in any 
synagogue. They will never feel left out of the Jewish community.

• Your students will develop an understanding of the generalized meaning of these basic 
prayers. They will learn the overall meaning of the prayer, as well as the meaning of words and 
phrases. They will develop sensitivity to translation and will be able to tell when the English 
translation in the Siddur (prayerbook) is close to the meaning of the Hebrew or is a poetic 
adaptation.

• Your students will explore the personal meaning in these prayers. They will be able to express 
the ways in which the stories underlying each prayer are connected to something in their own lives. 
As they recite or chant the words of the prayers they will be able to draw upon the stories so that 
the prayers come from their hearts.

• Your students will extend their knowledge of how the Hebrew language operates. They will grow 
their passive vocabulary and learn elements of grammar such as prefixes, roots, and suffixes so 
that they will be able to extend their understanding of Hebrew. They will know enough words and 
analytical skills to be able to make sense of what many prayers say.

Achieving these goals will have a lifelong impact on your students. Under your guidance, 
your students will grow not only in mind but also in spirit. With your help, they will gain 
knowledge, understanding and insights so that they can begin to take the next steps in 
becoming active and committed Jews.

Support
We will be here to support you every important step of the way. You may always call 
800 Be-Torah and ask for a consultation. You have a standing invitation to e-mail 
misrad@torahaura.com with suggestions, questions and problems. This teacher’s guide, 
vocabulary posters and flashcards are just the first layer of our support. In the next two 
years a home workbook and even a website are planned to extend your success. Teacher 
training materials are also in development.

Stepping Up to S’fatai Tiftah
When you first look at S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 you will notice that it is not quite like other 
Siddur (prayerbook) texts 
you may have used. That 
is because we are inter-
ested in both the mastery 
(performance) and mean-
ing (personal connection) 
of the prayers. We have 
built S’fatai Tiftah Volume 
2 posters, flashcards,  to 
be very much like other 
Siddur resources with 
some wonderful new ele-
ments. To use this book 
you need to find a way of 
being comfortable with a 
few new techniques. Then 
it will be easy to step up 
from what you have been 
using to this book.
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1. TEACHING WITH STORIES: S’fatai Tiftah is loaded with stories (in English) from the Talmud, 
the Midrash, and folk literature. These stories are all designed to provide a path for each student 
to build a personal meaning for each prayer. Stories are really good at doing that because they 
both relate and create real life experience. Working with stories is fairly easy. In this case we can 
recommend a simple three-part process.

a. Convey the story. This can be done in a number of ways: (a) You can tell the story. (b) You 
can read the story. (c) Students can read the story silently alone or in small groups of two 
or three. Our single recommendation is that you do not call on students to read the story 
out loud. That process can be both slow and tedious. However, Erica Dorf, one of our master 
teachers who helped us develop this curriculum, regularly reads the story to her class, 
pausing for the whole class to read key lines or words in the story.

b. Allow the students to interpret the story. This involves first asking a couple of questions 
to make sure that students “heard” or “got” the story. For example, you might ask, “What 
problem did the Baal Shem have?” “How did Potiphar solve his problem?” etc. These lead 
up to the “real” question we care about. The core question is “What do you think this story 
teaches?” “What lessons can you learn from this story?” When you ask the core questions, 
you need to make two things clear. First, that you are not looking for a single right answer. 
Second, that there are a number of answers you can learn from a given story. This allows you 
to listen to a number of different student opinions.

 Know that it is a good technique to respond to every answer by restating it in your own words 
to show that you were listening and to clarify the idea for the class. It is good  to ask the 
student a question or two—or make a comment or two—about the answer. This could be, “You 
know that one of the prayers says exactly what you said, ‘That God creates new things every 
day.’” Or, “You said that a minyan can do things a single person cannot do. What about a 
minyan makes a difference?”

c. Share your own opinion or clarification. I tell lots of stories every week. I invite lots of groups 
to share their own meanings. One of the lessons I have learned is that the meaning I want, 
the meaning I think is obvious, almost never comes out. People always hear their own things 
in stories, often wonderful things that I have not noticed. The previous step of this process 
is your opportunity to enjoy your students’ creativity. This step belongs to you. Having heard 
all of the other opinions, you now have your opportunity to share or to explain. Here is where 
you can say “Here is something else to learn from this story…” Here is where you can push 
the story into meaning(s) that relate to the lesson without denying any of the meanings your 
class has found.

d. Give students practice in “pointing their hearts”. The last question we ask about almost 
every story is “How can knowing this story help you know where to point your heart when you 
say the given prayer?” This is a hard question for your students because it is different than 
questions they have been asked in other places. It is a new kind of thinking. Do not model 
answers to this question (once you have given them time to answer). You will be surprised 
to see that in two or three stories they will get the process and often even anticipate the 
question.

2. INTRODUCING 
VOCABULARY: One 
of the secrets of this 
curriculum is that we are 
trying to build a large 
passive vocabulary. A 
passive vocabulary is 
one that students can 
recognize, not necessarily 
one that students can use. 
In other words, we want 
them to know that  
means “holy,” not know 
that the Hebrew word for 
“holy” is . Passive is 
much easier than active.

 We will be using a limited 
number of words a lot of 
times, trying to make as 
many of them familiar as 
possible. This is not the 
same as regularly drilling 
and testing for “vocabulary 
mastery.” The bottom line 
is this: the more words 
that “stick,” the more meaning Hebrew prayers will have. The more words that have meaning, the 
stronger connection there will be with the Siddur.

 Each unit uses a limited number of words. If you turn to the last page in each unit you will find 
a “review” page. This page will list the major words, roots, and language elements (prefixes and 
suffixes, etc.) that will be used in the course of the unit. The more frequently these are used and 
reviewed, the deeper they will sink in.

The best way of introducing (and drilling) vocabulary is with 51⁄2” by 81⁄2” posters. A set of these 
will be available from Torah Aura shortly after the release of this book. You are also free to make 
your own. Each of these cards has an “icon”—the graphic image that prompts the word on one 
side and the Hebrew on the other. Both sides can be used playfully in class for both introduction 
and review.

It is good to introduce new words and review key words at the beginning of each lesson.

3. MAINTAINING AN “ACTIVE” VOCABULARY: There are two distinct skills we care about. One 
is knowing the meaning of individual words. This is seeing the picture of a king and knowing that 
Hebrew word is  and this is seeing the Hebrew word  and knowing that it means “a 
king.” The second skill is recognizing the root  in context. The prayer goes:
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 When students can suddenly see     in the sentence and get the 
sense that “King Forever Adonai God of/in iIH�m,” then that is a huge deal. The prayer has now 
made sense.

 We move toward these two skills with two teaching techniques:

a. Regular review and drill (with mini-posters and exercises) of the core vocabulary that is 
indicated as significant.

b. “On location” vocabulary work. This is done by pointing out words, roots and  forms that 
have been learned in random reading exercises, in services and in other contexts. The 
purpose here is to move from exercises into real Siddur (and text) situations.

4.  APPROXIMATING 
TRANSLATIONS: There are two goals in S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 that you will not find in other 
Siddur curricula—as 
least they are not taught 
intentionally in other texts. 
However, we feel that 
these goals are critical if 
we are going to enable 
our students to “make 
meaning” of the prayers 
they recite. These goals 
are:

a. Being able to 
match the English 
translation to the 
Hebrew. It is a 
wonderful moment 
when you are sitting 
in services with  your 
class and one of your 
students suddenly 
comes to you and 
says, “This English 
translation doesn’t 
seem to come from 
the Hebrew. How 
come?”

b. To get a sense of the general idea of a passage. In a world where we do not have enough 
time to teach Hebrew grammar, to carefully build understandings of tense, form, etc., our 
students are not going to master enough Hebrew to do accurate translations, but we can 
help them to get the general idea of a passage. However, the skill of “sort of knowing the 
gist” builds a sense of connection to Hebrew prayers that pure sounding skills don’t.

 There is a whole series of exercises in the book that calls for approximation of translation. They all 
have a bar with key vocabulary and a box with other word elements. The directions ask students 
to state “my best guess at the meaning of this prayer is:”. The job for the students is to utilize the 
given information, take their experience and put these pieces together to express a sense of the 
prayer. This is exactly what we hope students will do when they sit in services.

 Here is one set of strategies to use for these exercises:

(i) Let students work in small groups (two or three) to make their best guesses at a 
translation. Make sure that everyone knows that this is “guessing” and not “expecting.” 

(ii) Have the class share various translations. You may even want to write them on the board.

(iii) Extend the learning by first showing the things that the class (or individuals) got right. Then 
go over the pieces that were hard, or unclear, or even done incorrectly. Be sure to use the 
elements the students have contributed to build  a relatively accurate translation.

The key here is that everyone knows that the class is using the knowledge they have in order to come 
close to a reasonable translation and that they are not failing at getting a translation right. Indeed, 
every translation is only an approximation of the original language, and there is rarely only one 
official “right way”. Think of a child wrestling with a parent. The child will not win. But the child can do 
well, and both of them can have fun.

THE BOTTOM LINE: Our purpose here is not to empower students to accurately translate large 
portions of the Siddur. We want them to gain a sense of connection to the Hebrew text—to begin to 
develop a sense of what the prayers mean on a phrase-by-phrase basis. Working with roots, applying 
word parts, struggling to wrestle the Hebrew into a sense of English meaning makes that connection 
and helps to deeply root the vocabulary and the process. We work with one or two verses—never the 
whole prayer. We don’t expect teachers to test “mastery” on their quizzes and exams. Rather, we are 
practicing a harder skill in order to achieve a working memory of vocabulary and very basic grammar.

Fitting the Book into Your Schedule
S’fatai Tiftah Volume 2 has been carefully designed and edited to enable you to complete 
the material within a normal school year in a two-day-a-week school. The book is divided 
into twelve units; generally there are between two and four lessons per unit. The end of 
each lesson is clearly marked by the icon of a stop sign in the lower left hand corner of the 
page. Each lesson is designed to be teachable in a forty-five- to fifty-minute period.
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The Hebrew
Unlike many other Hebrew 
workbooks, S’fatai Tiftah 
Volume 2 does not 
base its instruction on 
isolated nonsense syl-
lables. Except for a few 
game formats, all of the 
Hebrew the students will 
encounter will be in the 
form of meaningful words, 
phrases, and sentences. 
As part of your warm-up 
activities, be sure to 
include whole word as 
well as part-to-whole 
sounding practice. Vocab-
ulary posters that will be 
available through Torah 
Aura and coordinated 
with this textbook will be 
very helpful.

A Few Words about “Sounding” Exercises
Americans often call the act of looking at Hebrew letters and pronouncing them without 
any comprehension “READING” or “MECHANICAL READING.” The simple truth is that in 
real language education, “READING” has to do with “MEANING” and “SOUNDING” has to 
do with pronunciation. We will use words like “sound” or “practice” in this teacher’s guide 
for two reasons. (1) It keeps us honest as teachers about what we are and are not accom-
plishing. (2) It minimizes the frustration that many students feel when they realize that 
they have learned to “sound out Hebrew” and have not actually learned Hebrew.

We’ve all done it, both as students and as teachers. When faced with lines of practice 
sounding material, we’ve taken turns sounding aloud in “round robin” fashion. And almost 
all of us can admit that this practice was not the most enjoyable way to learn. If we were 
not confident sounders, we cringed whenever we were asked to sound aloud without a 

chance to rehearse; in fact, we often spent so much time and effort trying to figure out 
when and what we would be asked to sound that we lost our place. At the very least, we 
didn’t learn anything while the other students were sounding. If we were confident sound-
ers, we found it uncomfortable to listen while others struggled and often became bored. 
There has to be a better way!

The key is to identify exactly what our goals are in sounding practice. We want all of our 
students to become fluent and confident sounders. In order to develop strong sounding 
skills, we assume that students need lots of practice. We need to find ways in which all 
students get sufficient repetitions supported by correct modeling. We need to keep in 
mind that some students will need more practice than others, as well as the fact that 
some students prefer to practice privately before sounding in front of a large group.

Whenever you encounter a page of sounding practice in S’fatai Tiftah, try to create learn-
ing structures that enable the largest number of students to engage in active sounding 
with correct modeling, so that your students can develop confidence without threat of 
embarrassment. (In other words, try to avoid situations in which only one child is sound-
ing at a time and is 
making mistakes in front 
of the whole class.) Here 
are some suggestions.

MODEL THE 
SOUNDING: As you 
introduce each new line, 
sound it aloud to your 
students, and have them 
follow the sounding by 
putting their finger on 
each word. As you get to 
know your class, you will 
be able to determine if 
you need to repeat the 
modeling more than once.

CHORAL SOUNDING: 
After you have finished 
modeling, have the stu-
dents sound it out along 
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with you, again using 
their fingers to mark the 
place. As you get to know 
your class, you will be 
able to determine how 
many times you need to 
repeat the choral sound-
ing.

SOUNDING BUDDIES: 
Have your students take 
turns listening to each 
other practice. As you get 
to know your class, you 
will be able to determine 
which students make 
good pairs. You may ask 
some of the weaker stu-
dents to be your practice 
buddies so that you can 
give them more individu-
alized attention.

RECORD THE TEXTS: Ask your principal if you can have a listening center for your 
class. This can be as simple as a small tape recorder with headphones. Record a sound-
ing exercise or passage, speaking clearly and at an appropriate speed, slightly slower 
than normal conversation but not so slow that the words or phrases become distorted. 
Clearly identify the lines and pages that you are reading. Make sure that the student lis-
tening to the tape is following along with the written material and is moving a finger along 
as each word is spoken.

GIVE STUDENTS TIME TO PRACTICE: Building in sufficient “wait time” whenever you 
ask a question or require students to perform is one easy and effective modification that 
you can make whenever and whatever you teach. Allow time for silent reading and silent 
practice, and you will be pleased with the results. Let students indicate to you when 
they feel ready to read aloud.

LET STUDENTS SELECT THE LINE THEY WOULD LIKE TO PERFORM: After stu-
dents have had time to practice silently and/or practice with their buddy, you can bring 

the class back together and ask each student to read a section of his or her choice. If 
everyone seems to be avoiding a particular line or section, you could suggest a choral 
performance.

For more alternatives to “round-robin” drill, see Good-bye Round Robin: 25 Effective 
Oral Reading Strategies, Michael F. Opits and Timothy V. Rasinski (Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann 1998).


