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	It’s a Hebrew class much like any other introductory Hebrew class. The teacher, a native Israeli, stands in front of a felt board, placing on it pieces of a felt landscape, one by one, and asking the students what she has just placed there. Her name is Eti.

"Mah zeh?" Eti asks in Hebrew, not bothering to translate, "What is this?" 

"Adama," the students (seated around her in a semicircle) answer, also not translating the word for "ground."

"Mah zeh?" she asks, placing a tree on top of the board. 

"Etz," they respond. 

"Mah zeh?" she asks, putting a bird in the tree. 

"Tzipur," they respond.
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The 4-year-old class at Cong. Shomrei Torah is learning Hebrew from Eti, back right, and the stuffed turtle, Bentzi. 

Only this isn’t a second- or a third-grade Hebrew class at a local Jewish day school. These are 4-year-olds at the Leah Sokoloff early childhood education center at Cong. Shomrei Torah in Fair Lawn. 

The class is what they call "Eti time" at the school, an hour out of each day that every child, from 2-year-olds through 4-year olds, spends with Eti, who speaks only Hebrew with them.

"Eti time" is taking place in some form or another at 19 local Jewish preschools, as part of a Hebrew immersion program the Memorial Foundation for Jewish Culture is testing in northern New Jersey. The foundation, established in 1965 to revitalize Jewish culture after the Holocaust, gave the UJA Federation of Northern New Jersey $100,000 in seed money to start the program, which seeks to increase Hebrew literacy — considered by the foundation to be a gateway into Jewish culture.

"Hebrew has been in serious decline for many years," said Dr. Jerry Hochbaum, the foundation’s executive vice president. "Every expert we spoke with made that very clear. Many people felt that this is a situation that couldn’t be rectified, and we are trying to demonstrate that there is a chance."

The schools use one of three levels of immersion, from the "Halav U’Dvash program," which incorporates a very structured, classlike environment in which only Hebrew is spoken, such as the program at Shomrei Torah, to a program where certain themes are taught in Hebrew, to another where teachers try to incorporate Hebrew where they can, depending on the teacher’s fluency in the language.

The key to the program’s success is catching the children at an age when their language skills are still developing — a window that is wide open during preschool but that closes in elementary school, said Wallace Greene, the head of UJA-NNJ’s Jewish Educational Services, which is running the pilot program.

JES hopes that if preschoolers can learn Hebrew, parents will consider it important to send their children to Jewish day schools to continue the training.

And the program seems to have garnered serious interest from schools. JES, said Greene, annually offers a Hebrew ulpan to teach teachers Hebrew. In previous years, he got three or four teachers to take the class. This year he had more than 20. 

The program has enjoyed varying degrees of success, with Shomrei Torah’s program as perhaps its greatest success so far. 

The students seem to speak the language easily, answering their teacher in Hebrew as if it was second nature; and the students in the 4-year-old class seem able to conjugate words and form simple sentences. 

Some of this is likely due to conversations they have with "Bentzi," the stuffed turtle, who can only speak and understand Hebrew. Bentzi is an aid used by Shomrei Torah and other schools in the area. 

The increased use of Hebrew, said the school’s director, Debora Lesnoy, allows the school to begin teaching about Israel more easily, but "the neatest thing is when you see the children speaking Hebrew to each other in the halls," she said.
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