Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Seven Up or Six Up?
By Dr. Erica Brown

“Do not accept pupils who are less than six years old, but from that age on 

you can accept them and stuff them with learning the way you would stuff an ox.”

Rav

Rav’s statement is astonishing. He expounds his educational philosophy in crass terms – stuff young children with learning the way you would stuff an ox. Having not stuffed an ox recently, it is hard for me to comment on the ease or utility of this practice. However, being the mother of young children, I have a great appreciation of Rave’s sentiment. Rav, a Talmudic sage, is quoted here from the Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 21a; he is not alone in commenting on the importance of packing children with knowledge when they are young. 

Elastic minds need to be fully expanded and will hold all kinds of information when challenged. Don’t believe it? Ever seen how many baseball statistics young boys keep at hand that, in another context, would make them sound like math geniuses? Watching young children memorize swaths of mishna (passages of oral law) and reciting them by heart is an experience that highlights Rav’s observations and makes us question ourselves. Did we “stuff” ourselves with learning as children? Do we “stuff” our children with learning or do we hold back from pushing them harder?

In addition to other Talmduic sages who believed in the power of young children to absorb information naturally, the Jesuits have a famous motto – attributed to Francis Xavier -  about indoctrination: "Give me a child until he is seven, and I will give you the man." This can be understood in differing ways. Perhaps, understood through a Jesuit lens, a child who studies until 7 will remain deeply committed to Jesuit traditions throughout his lifetime. Perhaps this is a statement about faith and religious observance rather than learning. It is also a statement about the profound importance of the early years as a foundational part of character formation. 

In 1964, a TV interviewer for the producer Granada in Great Britain wanted to test this Jesuit motto and began a series called “Seven Up.” He chose 14 British children from diverse economic and social backgrounds and interviewed them on questions about life, love, work and their futures. The program was amusing – as, of course, we would expect from seven year olds asked very grown up questions. The interviewer, who had not intended to continue the program, went back and interviewed the group at 14 and then every seven years thereafter. The program is now at 49, anticipating the next seven year marker. 

Undoubtedly, it is one of the most psychologically engaging programs ever aired on television and is available now as a DVD collection called “The Up Series.” What we witness are children of a certain economic status who are almost able to predict their futures exactly and others whose lives take unexpected turns. At each stage, the interviewees undergo the dynamic tension of having to explain why they are where they are and how they got there. We have watched them grow and languish, question and settle, predict and err. As you watch their lives unfold in expected and unpredictable ways, you cannot avoid asking yourself what a video camera would reveal about your own life decisions and observations traced form childhood through later years. In many cases, the Jesuit motto bore out. 

Rav’s motto is about education, not indoctrination. The mind has the capacity to grow as we expand it, and conversely to shrink when not in use. We all have regrets about what we did not learn when we were younger. Rav advises us to use the early years as a building platform and stuff our children with knowledge. Where it leads to later, we can never know, but learning, memorization, and mental capacity building can only help with the predictable and unpredictable path ahead.

Shabbat Shalom
