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Letter from Chabad Community Rabbonim Regarding Teaching Sounds
of Alef Beis and Nekudos to Children

Free Translation
n7a

9 Nissan, 5782

A number of mosdos have asked us for our opinion regarding the correct method of teaching kriah.
The approach used is to teach the names of the letters and nekudos and the way they are
combined—kumatz alef uh. Also taught are the sounds of the letters, the sounds of the nekodos,
and the way these sounds are combined. In recent years, several individuals have come up with a
new idea, arguing that it is problematic to teach these sounds.

Our response is as follows:

It is proper to teach sounds
1. We have seen what many mechanchim have written about this topic and heard all the relevant
opinions. In conclusion, we believe it is proper to teach these sounds to the children. This is the
way kriah has always been taught throughout the ages. Furthermore, many mechanchim affirm
that in order for the entire class to succeed in kriah, it is imperative to also teach the sounds of
the letters.

There is nothing to be gained by creating new issurim our ancestors have never heard of before.
This causes children to learn kriah incorrectly. Difficulty reading has far-reaching effects, such as
poor performance in other areas of study. It can even lead to a lifelong decline in following Torah
and mitzvos, rachamana litzlan.

(Furthermore, let us assume their claims are accurate in that they have taught kriah successfully
without teaching the sounds. Still, they cannot stop other teachers from doing their job properly
and employing the method that works best for their students.)

The Rebbe’s blessing on kriah Programs that include sounds

2. Moreover, the Rebbe clearly endorsed various programs that followed this method. For
example, the Rebbe reviewed and gave his brachah to a curriculum called Lamdeini, which
includes teaching the sounds of the letters and nekudos. Reshes Oholei Yosef Yitzchok in Eretz
Yisroel published a kriah curriculum called Mei’os Le’os, which included teaching sounds. They
were in contact with the Rebbe’s mazkirus, and they received the Rebbe’s brachah in writing.
Additional mechanchim have shared similar directives from the Rebbe. Others have testified that
this is how kriah was taught in Chabad throughout the generations.

Teaching sounds is consistent with the mesorah
3. Of course, teaching sounds does not in any way go against the directives of our Rebbeim to teach
following the mesorah of kumatz alef uh. There are many sichos and letters that discuss the
importance of teaching according to the mesorah, using the method of kumatz alef uh. They



clearly delineate what we must be careful with. Not one of these sources makes mention of
anything even remotely connected to the idea of not teaching sounds.

A clear proof to this can be brought from the sichah of Yud-Beis Tammuz, 5704 (printed in Sefer
Hasichos 5704, p. 156). In that sichah, the Frierdiker Rebbe denounces the booklet Reishis Daas,
which diverted from the longstanding tradition to impart the sanctity of the letters and nekudos
to the students. That very booklet also incorporates the idea of teaching sounds. Yet the
Frierdiker Rebbe doesn’t mention that aspect, not there nor in any other sichah or letter. All he
discusses is the fact that the booklet doesn’t teach the names of the letters and nekudos and
kumatz alef uh.

The Rebbeim were very clear as to what is included in the precision of teaching kumatz alef uh.
That is what we must follow. It is not our job to peruse books of the maskilim and use them as a
basis for new issurim or heterim.

(For a list of sources from the Rebbeim on this topic, see the Hebrew version of this letter.)

Teaching sounds does not contradict the Dikduk rule of letters and nekudos
being compared to a body and soul

We were also asked about the sichah of Chai Elul 5742. In that sichah, the Rebbe discusses the
rule mentioned in Zohar (also cited in Kesser Shem Tov §392) that a nekudah to a letter is like
the soul to a body. Sefarim of Hebrew grammar and Kabbalah explain this to mean that a letter
without a nekudah cannot be pronounced. The Rebbe explains there that when saying the word
Bereishis, for example, the only reason the tov at the end is pronounced is because it has a shva
nach beneath it. Some have concluded from this that the letters alone have no sound. Therefore,
they say, sounds should not be taught.

However, this is a misunderstanding of the Zohar quoted in that sichah. All it says there is that
letters cannot be pronounced without a nekudah. Without a nekudah, you do not know how to
pronounce the letter’s sound—with a komatz, patach, etc. However, it does not mean the letters
have no sounds. (In fact, there are many sources that indicate they do have sounds—see, for
example, Iggeres Hakodesh §5 and the maamar Lehavin inyan tekias shofar in Siddur im Dach.)

More importantly, the above-mentioned rule was quoted by the Rebbe in a very different
context, not in the context of the proper method of teaching kriah. (Similarly, in all places in
Chassidus where this rule is quoted, it is not in the context of the proper method of teaching
kriah. Conversely, this rule is never mentioned in any of the sources where the Rebbeim do
discuss the proper method of teaching kriah.)

To the contrary, in that sichah the Rebbe says that when teaching children, you must follow the
method of pshat even if it does not conform with Kabbalah. (The topic under discussion is the
correct order in which the nekudos should be taught.) So even if their understanding would be
true (that letters do not have sounds), the Rebbe was not directing mechanchim to teach
children based on this rule.

This is also clear from the Mavo L’Kriah published by Kehos. Children are taught words that end
without a nekudah (i.e., AX) even before learning the nekudah of sheva. They are told to
pronounce the sound of the final letter of the word without any nekudah attached to it.



Teaching sounds is L’chatchilah not B’dieved — not only for struggling students
Halachic obligations of a teacher
5. Some have asked that perhaps we should compromise and only teach sounds to students who
are struggling with kriah.

However, this compromise is inadequate. The Alter Rebbe rules in Shulchan Aruch (Hilchos
Talmud Torah 4:18) that a teacher must teach each halachah to his students along with its
reasoning. This is based on the Gemara (Eiruvin 54b) that states that conveying the material to
your students until they understand it perfectly is not enough. (This obviously indicates that the
student is not making any mistakes and is certainly not struggling.) Rather, you must also explain
its reasoning as best as you can.

This is especially important when it comes to kriah. The Rebbeim instructed that reasons be
given and memory aids be utilized to help students grasp the letters (see Igros Kodesh of the
Frierdiker Rebbe, vol. 2, pp. 490-491). In this light, teaching students in the clearest manner
possible and adding explanations and reasons is not a bedi’eved, it is the way you must teach
lechatchilah. As a mechanech, if you find that teaching sounds benefits your students, you must
teach in that way.

Conclusion
6. In conclusion, the Rebbeim were very particular that the names of the letters and nekudos be
taught separately and in the correct order, and that the combination of the letters and
nekudos be taught using the system of kumatz alef uh. These elements may not be omitted,
chas veshalom.

Teaching the sounds of the letters and nekudos and the way these sounds are combined does
not contradict this. Many teachers and mosdos teach and have always taught sounds.
Moreover, it is halachically obligatory to teach students in a way that will be most beneficial
for them.

May our mechanchim succeed in their holy work, and may they be blessed with all their hearts’
desires, until the coming of Moshiach, speedily in our days.

Signed:

HaRav Yosef Yeshaya Braun, mara d’asra and member of the Badatz of Crown Heights

HaRav Menachem Mendel Glukowsky, member of the Beis Din of Rabbonei Chabad in Eretz Yisroel
HaRav Ezra Binyamin Schochet, rosh yeshiva of Yeshiva Ohr Elchonon Chabad

HaRav Chaim Shlomo Diskin, Chabad Rav and Chief Rabbi of Kiryat Ata

HaRav Yosef Avraham Halevi Heller (signature added 10 Sivan 5782)

HaRav Nissan Mangel, Chabad Rav in Crown Heights (signature added 10 Sivan 5782)
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