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I

n discussing some of the details
relating to the education of Jewish
children, the Shaloh HaKadosh
(Sha’ar Ha-Osiyos, Derech Eretz, s.v.
ikar) emphasizes the tantamount
importance of raising children
properly and asserts that the very
purpose of procreating is to have
children and descendants who will
be involved in Torah and mitzvos (see
also Beis Shmuel to Even Ha-Ezer 1:3).
Because, he adds, people by nature
have the potential, and in some cases
even the tendency, to do that which
is wrong, it is necessary to train and
teach children to develop good habits
and characteristics from a very young

age, steadily increasing the direction
and the guidance in accordance with
their developing abilities.
We know, of course, that different
people develop differently and at
varying paces. We also know that
some people never “fully” develop
— at least not in a way that society
considers “normal.” What, then,
are our educational responsibilities
towards these children? In a most
famous passage, the Haggadah speaks
of four different types of youngsters,
one of whom is described as “she-eino
yodeia lish’ol” — someone who does
not know how to ask. The simple
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explanation of this description is
that it characterizes someone with a
limited intellectual capacity (see the
Haggadah commentary attributed to
Rashi, s.v. Ve-She-Eino, and that of the
Orchos Chaim, Hilchos Leil Ha-Pesach
No. 38, s.v. Ve-She-Eino). According to
the text of the Haggadah, this student
requires instruction that is markedly
different from that given to others —
instruction which perhaps demands
more of those trying to teach him
who must on their own find the way
to engage him. But this child clearly
is not shunned, excluded, or rejected
— he or she too has to be brought in
to the Seder experience. And the same
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would seem to be true of the other
experiences that define the life of a
committed Jew. In this essay, we will
address the introductory questions
that are relevant to the education of
children with special needs.
What about the learner, the
teacher, the material and/or
the setting creates challenges
and/or opportunities for this
type of student?
Perhaps the first issue to consider
in the Jewish communal setting is
whether any halachic obligation exists
to educate Jewish children who have
so-called “special needs.” If the answer
is no, the case may be made that the
parents of these children should
be directed to the many excellent
academic services and resources often
available in their local public school
districts, where their children may be
educated. If the answer is yes, then
it becomes the responsibility of the
Jewish community, despite the already
severely strained financial situation
associated with Jewish education,
to see to it that these youngsters
are provided with a proper Torah
education just like everybody else —
a formidable challenge given the high
cost of special needs education, but
one which must be met.
The Mishnah in Kiddushin (29a)
teaches that one of the obligations
incumbent upon a father concerning
his child is teaching him Torah; no
distinctions are mentioned there
relating to the ability of the child.
Similarly, the Gemara in Sukkah
(42a), speaking about the observance
of mitzvos, indicates with a number
of examples that once a child is
old enough to be able to perform
a particular mitzvah, his father
must do whatever is necessary to

enable him to do so properly (see
Chidushei Ha-Ritva to Sukkah 2b, s.v.
Amar Rabbi Yehudah). No uniform
age is presented there concerning
any specific mitzvah, and it is clear
from Tosafos in Erchin (2b, s.v. SheHigiya), followed by others, that the
exact age in fact depends upon the
individual child. But despite this
acknowledgment of developmental
differences among children, no
outright exclusions or dispensations
for a certain class of children are
cited. It would thus seem clear that
there exists at least on some level a
requirement of talmud Torah as well
as of chinuch for mitzvos regarding
special needs children who have a
significantly more limited intellectual
capacity.
One of the difficulties, however, lies
in determining just how “limited” the
child’s capacity is. Will this student,
in light of his or her disability, ever
become fully obligated in mitzvos
upon reaching adulthood, or will
his or her disability be a cause for
exemption upon reaching adulthood?
Some Acharonim, such as R. Tzvi
Hirsch Chayes (Shu”t Maharatz
no. 58) and R. Avraham Shmuel
Binyamin Sofer (Shu”t Kesav Sofer,
Yoreh De’ah No. 172), assert that there
is no requirement to train a child in
the observance of mitzvos that will
not be relevant to him as an adult.
The Minchas Chinuch (Mitzvah 264
No.34) disagrees (see also Pischei
Teshuvah to Yoreh De’ah 396:2), but
even he imposes the obligation to
educate such a person only if there
is some chance that he may later
become halachically bound to observe
the mitzvah in question, affirming
elsewhere (Mitzvah 5 No. 4) that
one who will never become obligated
in a mitzvah as an adult need not be
educated as a child.
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Further complicating the matter is
the fact that it is often very difficult
to accurately assess a mental or
educational disability or to precisely
determine what a person truly
knows and understands. Moreover,
there is a wide range of intellectual
impairments, and hence predicting
whether a particular child will indeed,
upon growing older, fall into the
category of people exempted from
mitzvah observance (see Rambam,
Hilchos Chagigah 2:4 and Hilchos
Eidus 9:11) is almost impossible.
Perhaps with this in mind, the Pri
Megadim (Eishel Avraham to Orach
Chaim 343:2) and the Aruch La-Ner
(to Yevamos 113b, s.v. gezeirah) assert
that we must educate even a child
with a severe intellectual disability,
since he most likely does have some
understanding, the latter adding that
it is possible that the disability will
improve as the child matures.
Which brings us to a final point.
For many years, presumptions were
made about people with intellectual
impairments — and indeed about
people with other disabilities, such
as blindness and deafness — which
we know today are simply erroneous.
It was widely assumed that certain
people were incapable of any kind
of understanding and just could
not, under any circumstances, be
educated; we know today that such
is not at all the case. We have more
understanding today than ever before
about the functions and abilities of
the human brain; we now know, due
to our awareness about the plasticity
of the brain, that people can and do
learn with all kinds of disabilities at
all stages of life. Not everyone can be
taught and can learn the same way, at
the same pace, or at the same level, but
most everyone can learn something,
even if in an unconventional manner.
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The challenge is to create educational
programs that will meet the needs of
even the members of our community
who need that unconventional style.

and seek the path of least resistance,
sometimes even trying to take
advantage, perhaps unwittingly, of
their disability in order to avoid doing
something.

How much of students’
challenges do we believe are
in their control, or are their
responsibility to change? On
what do we base those
assumptions?

Educators must acknowledge
that there are people whose
comprehension of even things taken
for granted by most of us is limited.
The difficulty, as noted above, is in
determining just how limited and
hence, what can truly be expected of a
student who may be in this category.
R. Moshe Sofer (Shu”t Chasam Sofer,
Even Ha-Ezer Part 2 No. 2, s.v. gam)
observes that Chazal themselves did
not provide clear guidelines regarding
people whose abilities are limited
but yet are still capable in certain
ways; perhaps that is because the
range of disabilities is too broad and
their nature too complex to allow
for any general kind of rule, and
each case must thus be examined
individually. It is therefore the duty
of the educator to get to know the
students as well as possible and figure
out how far they can be pushed. It is
tempting at times to conclude that
as teachers we have gone as far as
we can go with a particular student,
because that means that we can now
relax, free from further obligation.
But too often, to take that approach
is to sell the student short, and it
is an unfortunate reality that in the
world of special education, despite
the undeniable devotion of dedicated
teachers, that is exactly what happens,
and the students, while certainly
accomplishing something, do not
accomplish everything they are in fact
capable of accomplishing.

In evaluating students with special
needs, it is usually very difficult to
accurately pinpoint which of their
disabilities can be overcome, even if
only partially. Precisely because of
certain disabilities that tend to be
prevalent among these individuals,
such as poor auditory processing
and poor receptive language skills
— which means that they don’t fully
comprehend what they are being
asked — and poor communication
and poor expressive language skills
— which means that they cannot
effectively share what they know
— we often cannot, with certainty,
know exactly what they do and do
not understand and hence, what
challenges may and may not be at least
somewhat in their control.
Clearly, most students on the autistic
spectrum, such as my own youngest
son, will be unable to converse on a
subject that requires deep abstract
thinking any more readily than an
average student who has difficulty
with simple algebraic equations will
be able to solve problems in advanced
calculus. These shortcomings are not
the students’ fault and in most cases
it would be unfair to demand or even
expect that they “change.” At the
same time though, there are certainly
special needs students who, like so
many other students, are lazy, do not
want to push themselves too hard,

aforementioned R. Avraham Shmuel
Binyamin Sofer, after visiting a school
for the hearing and language impaired
in Vienna and seeing the people’s
accomplishments as a result of their
special education, remarked that the
Jews there should now be considered
obligated to observe mitzvos. The
Rashash (Gittin 71a, s.v. Gemara)
records his own, similar reaction to
visiting that school. [See, however,
Shu”t Halachos Ketanos 2:38, Shu”t
Maharam Schick, Even Ha-Ezer 79:4,
and Shu”t Maharsham 2:140.] In more
modern times, R. Yitzchak Isaac HaLeivi Herzog (Shu”t Heichal Yitzchak
2:47) came to the same conclusion
about mentally impaired people in
light of modern educational methods.
These individuals did not change
on their own, but were changed by
their teachers and mentors. While it
may not be in the realm of possibility
for special needs students to change
on their own, in light of present
day improvements both in our
understanding of how people learn
and in educational methodology, it
is our job as teachers and as parents
to change them by educating them
appropriately.
What are the best conditions
under which this type of
learner functions? What are
their biggest challenges?

As indicated earlier, the “special
needs” population includes people
with an extraordinarily wide range
of educational and academic
disabilities, and no single method
of instruction can be said to address
every student. Broadly speaking,
It is noteworthy that already in the
though, the environment must be one
19th century, R. Simchah Bunim Sofer that allows students to express their
reported (Shu”t Shevet Sofer, Even
idiosyncratic behaviors, whether that
Ha-Ezer No. 21) that his father, the
means allowing them to move around
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regularly because they cannot sit still
for an extended period of time, or
not being “thrown” or put off when
students are talking to themselves —
even out loud — or manifesting other
sensory issues, or repeating a lesson
multiple times because the students’
minds are wandering, they are
daydreaming, or they are otherwise
tuned out for a time. Conduct of this
kind would obviously be discouraged
in a “mainstream” classroom, but
in the special needs classroom, it is
part of the program. The Gemara
in Eiruvin (54b) speaks of a student
of R. Preida’s who was unable to
grasp his teacher’s lesson until it was
presented several hundred times; R.
Preida was clearly a devoted teacher
with the patience to give his student
the attention he needed in order to
succeed. It often takes a similarly
gifted teacher to be able to reach
special needs students and create the
best learning environment.

poorly when overstimulated. Most
are best taught in very small settings
— if not one-on-one then close to
it. It should also be stressed, though,
that their education must sometimes
include training in basic social skills,
which they do not pick up on their
own the way other youngsters do; this
instruction is generally more effective
in a larger setting. These students have
many challenges, but with the right
approach and the right personnel,
they can be successfully met.
What is our personal learning
profile, and how does that
impact how we work with
learners different from
ourselves?

Because the minds, the brains, and
the thought processes of special
needs students are in so many ways
so very different than those of more
typically developing students (and
adults), we cannot really draw on
The famous verse in Mishlei (22:6)
our own learning experience and
directs us to educate each child in
background for insights into teaching
accordance with his own individual
them. Many of these students tend to
way; the Vilna Gaon there explains
be very literal, and hence completely
that in fact the only way to assure
miss nuances, sarcasm, and even
that the teaching will not only be
humor — basic components of many
successful in the short term but
conversations and discussions, both
will also have a long-term impact is
in the classroom and outside — and
to provide the instruction to each
also lack self-awareness regarding
student in a manner consistent
behaviors of theirs that may be
with the student’s nature. To force
inappropriate or even, at times,
someone to learn in a way that
offensive. It is only by continuing
disregards his nature will not yield
to work closely with and getting
productive results. This lesson is all
the more true for students with special to know the student well over an
extended period of time that we can
needs. Many have to be given space
begin to understand how to best
and do not function well in the tight
educate him, how to most successfully
or “claustrophobic” environment
communicate a lesson to him, and
that often characterizes a typical
how to get the most out of him.
classroom. Some are overwhelmed
when there are too many stimuli at
Based upon our own educational
once, because they lack the tools to
backgrounds, we might tend to focus
filter out extraneous “noise” and react only on the disability of the students
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with special needs — what it is that
makes them different and hampers
their educational growth. This,
however, can be a big mistake, because
many of these students in fact have
certain unique abilities as well. As the
father of a special needs child, I vividly
recall my son’s excitement at being in
an upcoming high school play a few
years ago — and my own conviction
that surely this production would be
underwhelming, and on the lowest
of levels. When I saw what he and
his classmates were able to do, I was
literally brought to tears. Clearly, the
staff focused on the students’ abilities
and not their disabilities, enabling
each participant to shine in his or
her own way. The Gemara in Shabbos
(156a) indicates that every human
tendency can be channeled in a way
that yields a positive result; it is wrong
to expect that only those with certain
more typical attributes can succeed
and can contribute.
We now know that it is also wrong
to assume that everybody learns
the same way. At one time, the
conventional wisdom was that writing
with the left hand was “incorrect”
and lefties were thus forced to learn
to write with their right hands — my
mother, a’h, who was a lefty, related
that her left hand was tied behind
her back in an attempt to rectify her
“disability.” While this may sound
barbaric (and it was!), it is just as
inappropriate to assume, as was the
case until relatively recently, that
everyone is an auditory learner and
can best be educated by listening to an
exciting presentation of information,
when such is not the case. Many, if not
most, special needs students are better
visual learners — as, in fact, are many
in the more typical classroom — and
it is thus necessary to adjust their
academic instruction accordingly.
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It is interesting to note that the
Gemara in Menachos (29a; see also
Maharsha there, Chidushei Aggados
s.v. Sheloshah) reports that Moshe
Rabbeinu himself had difficulty
understanding certain concepts
that Hashem was teaching him until
Hashem actually showed him a vision
of what they looked like. Perhaps
this was necessary because Hashem
wanted him, as the master teacher
of all of Klal Yisrael, and hence, in a
certain sense, the role model for all
subsequent teachers, to understand
that there are indeed people who are
visual learners, in order for him to be
able to relate to all of his students.
Should/can our schools and
educational programs meet
the needs of all students, no
matter how diverse?
As delineated above, if there indeed
exists a halachic obligation to teach
Torah to and to train even severely
intellectually impaired individuals
in mitzvah observance, then there
would seem to be little doubt that
our communal educational structure
must include institutions, schools,
and programs that meet the needs of
students with special needs. While
there is some doubt about various
particulars to this question (see Shu”t
Tzitz Eliezer 15:1, Part 1 No. 3), the
consensus among more modern-day
authorities is that even people with
pronounced disabilities are obligated
in at least certain mitzvos. R. Moshe
Feinstein (Shu”t Igros Moshe, Even
Ha-Ezer 3:33), for example, rules that
one has mitzvah obligations as long
as he can speak, while R. Ovadyah
Yosef (Shu”t Yechaveh Da’as 2:6) says
that he may even be counted toward a
minyan; R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach
(Shu”t Minchas Shlomo 2:4, No. 30)

indicates that such is the case even if
he can simply answer Amen.
Elsewhere, R. Feinstein (Shu”t Igros
Moshe Yoreh De’ah 4:29) asserts that
those whose mental capacity is limited
and thus do not comprehend things
fully, but who have some intelligence,
are required to observe at least certain
mitzvos as adults and hence must be
educated as children; significantly,
he adds that there is a communal
obligation to help fund the education
of these children. R. Auerbach (Shu”t
Minchas Shlomo 1:34; see also R. Yosef
Shalom Elyashiv’s Kovetz Teshuvos
1:10) rules that as long as an adult has
even the level of understanding of a
child, knowing that Hashem gave us
the Torah and commanded us to do
mitzvos, he is obligated to fulfill the
mitzvos that he can. He then stresses
that with the advanced methods of
education that can be implemented
today, even intellectually impaired
people can be educated and reach
scholastic levels that the earlier
sages could not imagine, and he thus
concludes that it is very difficult to
say that this entire class of people are
excluded from the mitzvos.
It should also be added that aside
from whatever technical mitzvah
obligations may exist, the fact is that
all of these special needs individuals
are part of our community — they
will be found in our shuls and will
share in many communal activities,
especially on Shabbos and holidays.
We therefore must do whatever
we can to make them feel at home
there, just as we try to do for other
children. Indeed, R. Feinstein, in
the aforementioned teshuvah, writes
that is incumbent upon all of us to
make those with special needs feel
welcome in shul and to allow them
to participate to the extent possible.
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Simply put, we have to do our best
to meet the educational needs of this
segment of the population.
How can parents support
their child — regardless of the
learning profile?
In the final analysis, the parents of
special needs children (of any age)
must be the ones who constantly
advocate on their behalf — and this
for (at least) two reasons. First, they
are unable to advocate for themselves.
Members of the special needs
population are generally without a
voice, lacking the skills and ability
to speak up on their own behalf,
a fact that has significant social,
psychological, and legal ramifications.
With nobody standing up for them,
these individuals can easily be
ignored, not given benefits available
to others, or even mistreated. Second,
nobody knows the special needs
person like the parent and family
members. Only they fully realize
what he really needs, what he is truly
capable of, and how he can best be
motivated, and it is thus their job to
create the environment that helps
the child maximize his or her unique
potential. The parents should be
patient — not only with the child, but
with those teaching him or her, as they
are engaged in a most difficult task
and there is often much frustration
and hardship involved along the way.
But with much love, with the right
attitude, with the right educational
programs, and with a great deal of help
from Hashem, parents will see nachas
from these children as well.
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