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Shhhé 
 

Summary: 

Fourth graders love a good story and this unit is filled with ones that all include secrets é 

Secrets kept in ancient times! 

¶ God wonders aloud if Abraham should be let in on the plans to destroy Sodom and 
Gomorrah, resulting in Abrahamôs hutzpah-dik argument with God against this 
destructive decision. 
 

¶ Shifrah and Puah, midwives living at the time of Pharaohôs decree that all Israelite 
baby boys should be killed, arrive ñtoo lateò (not!) so that the babies are born healthy 
 

¶ Queen Esther, who secretly lived as a Jew in Ahashveroshôs palace, ñoutedò herself 
Jewishly to save her people 
 

¶ Yohanan ben Zakkai, a rabbi who faked his own death, secretly left the embattled 
city of Jerusalem to confront the Roman general and ask for land outside the city for 
an academy of Jewish learning  

Secrets kept in modern times! 

¶ Jews visit the USSR as ñtouristsò and then sneak away from their tour groups to 
secretly meet and support Soviet Jews who are persecuted for their religion 
 

¶ Israelis and world Jews bring El Al planes to secretly fly Beta Yisrael ï Jews 
discovered in Ethiopia ï to Israel 

 

Each of these people and groups faced challenges that they could never solve completely, or 

tackle by themselves.  But each of these people mustered up courage, thus embodying the text 

from Pirke Avot 2:21, ñItôs not upon you to complete the work, but neither are you free to desist 

from it.ò   

 

Our students will learn about our past, consider the mandate to take action, and then choose an 

action plan that demonstrates their understanding of this Pirke Avot text. 

 

 

Originally Developed for: Grade 4 

 

 

As a result of this curriculum, what enduring understanding will the students attain?  

 

çËÙ ÜÍİÌØ ØčÅÝ ,ðÎÝæÅÚÉä ÜÍãØÍäÅĨÌÜ ČáËäÍê Øč-.ÜÍĩËĨÉæ äÊàÍĝÉÜÅä çá ÉðÎÝß 
Ù òÎÝÙđ áÊï ÅðÉī' Ø"ã , 

It is not upon you to complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it. 

Pirke Avot 2:21 
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What essential questions will guide or focus the teaching and learning?  

¶ What kind of ñworkò is so important that one has to attempt to do it, even if one might not 

fully succeed? 

¶ Is there ever a time when it might be better not to try to be helpful? 

¶ What Jewish values can help us make tough decisions? 

 

What key knowledge and skills will students acquire as a result of this unit? 

Students will know: 

¶ The definition of ñworkò as inferred by the 
saying from Pirke Avot, ñIt is not upon you 
to complete the work, but neither are you 
free to desist from it.ò 

¶ The stories of different Jews who did not 
ñdesistò from important work:  

o Abraham arguing with God over 
Sodom and Gomorrah 

o Shifrah and Puah who chose to 
help deliver the baby boys at the 
time of Pharaoh 

o Esther, who took up Mordecaiôs 
challenge to save her people 

o Yohanan ben Zakkai who chose to 
risk his life to start a school that 
would help Judaism survive 

o World Jews who stepped in to help 
the Jews living in the Soviet Union 
(with emphasis on the efforts of 
those living on Clevelandôs west 
side) 

o Israelis who rescued Beta Yisrael 
from Ethiopia 

¶ The definition of upstander: someone who 
takes a stand against injustice (from, Facing 
History and Ourselves) 
 

Students will be able to:   

¶ Classify peopleôs actions as being a  
o Bystander 
o Upstander  

¶ Match stories discussed with core Jewish 
values that help define why each is 
important Jewish ñworkò 

o Donôt stand idly on your neighborôs 
blood 

o All Jews are responsible one for 
the other 

o Pidyonshôvuyim, redeeming 
captives 

¶ Identify situations that need action 
o How hard does this seem? 
o What are the situations? 
o Who has the power to solve it? 

¶ Identify situations when someone took a 
risk to tackle a possibly overwhelming 
task 

¶ Identify steps for taking action using  
decision-making graphics 

¶ Influence the outcome of a situation, even 
if they canôt fully solve it 

 

What evidence will students provide at the end of the unit that they have attained the 

enduring understanding?   

Students will model their understanding of ñIt is not upon you to finish the work, but neither are 

you free to desist from itò by  

¶ identifying something they can impact 

¶ matching a Jewish value to the situation 

¶ using decision-making graphics to figure out the actions they can take 

¶ taking action 
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Ideally, these projects will be individually done, or with a student and a couple of others and 

their families.  A class could do a project together, but itôs a little harder to assess an individualôs 

understanding of the EU in a group.   

Students will share their project with others by creating a ñGlogsterò (http://edu.glogster.com) or 

a decorated ñtreasure box.ò 

 

What resources will help in teacher preparation and/or student learning? 

Activity #1 

¶ Two long pieces of string or rope  

Activity #2 

¶ Poster with the text of Pirke Avot 2:21 in Hebrew and English (send an email to 

teachers@jecc.org to request this poster from the JECCôs Teacher Center) 

¶ Questions Cube (Resource Sheet A, available from the JECCôs Teacher Center online 

catalog: http://www.jecc.org/TeacherCenter/TeacherCenter.htm) 

¶ Laptop computer and digital projector  

¶ Books that illustrate the idea of a ñlo aleiha momentò  

Activity #3 

¶ Easel paper, or a blackboard or bulletin board  

¶ A card that says ñupstanderò on the front and ñbystanderò on the back;  for each student 

¶ Enlarged copies of the pictures found on Resource Sheet D  

¶ Two copies (for the actors) of the script of Abrahamôs argument with God  (Resource 

Sheet E)  

¶ Copies of the sample BioPoem (Resource Sheet F) and instructions for writing a 

BioPoem (Resource Sheet G) for each student  

Activity #5 

¶ Copies of the Shifrah and Puah Award ñplaquesò (Resource Sheets H1 and H2) for 

each student (Give all students the same plaque, or give half the class H1 and half of the 

class H2.  Donôt forget to include the information on the back of the page as well.)  

Activity #6 

¶ Sheets of paper to hang around the classroom, each with a different reason to make a 

decision (available from the JECCôs Teacher Center, or handwrite on large sheets of 

paper)  

¶ Enough dot stickers for each student to have 7 of them  

¶ A song leader  

¶ Copies of the lyrics to ñYou Can Change the Worldò (Resource Sheet J) for each 

student  

¶ Paper, art supplies (markers, crayons, scissors, glue, etc.), and magazines  

¶ Internet connection, several computers, laptop computer, and digital projector 

http://edu.glogster/
mailto:teachers@jecc.org
http://www.jecc.org/TeacherCenter/TeacherCenter.htm
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Activity #7 

¶ Four copies (for the actors) of the script about Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkaiôs escape from 

Jerusalem (Resource Sheet K)  

¶ Extra actors  

¶ A laptop, projector, and internet access  

¶ A cardboard box ñcoffinò (could even be a shoebox)  

¶ A ñpictureò of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai  

¶ A toy or cardboard sword  

¶ Costumes (towels, sandals, robes)  

Activity #8 

¶ ñActualò suitcase of a visitor to refuseniks (available from the JECC, or make one using 

the instructions in the activity)  

¶ Enough copies of the suitcase template (Resource Sheet O) for each student  

¶ The book, Monday in Odessa, by Eileen Bluestone Sherman (JPS, 1986)  

Activity  #10 

¶ Enough  copies of the review game board (Resource Sheet P) for each student  

Activity #11 

¶ The book, The Christmas Menorahs: How a Town Fought Hate (Janice Cohn, Morton 

Grove, IL: Albert Whitman, 1995.)  

¶ Enlarged copies of the decision-making graphics (Resource Sheet S, available from the 

JECCôs Teacher Center)  

¶ Color copies of the pictures from Resource Sheet R 

 

What ñeducational websitesò are referenced in this unit? 

Wallwisher:  http:// www.wallwisher.com 

Wordle:  http:// www.wordle.net/create 

Google Website (optional): http://sites.google.com 

G-dcast:  http:// www.g-dcast.com/purim 

Pixton:  http:// www.pixton.com 

Youtube: http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=IPo-6kxgiDk and  

                   http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=vvYu6-uKb58 

Glogster:  http://edu.glogster.com  

Voki:  http:// www.voki.com 

  

http://www.wallwisher.com/
http://www.wordle.net/create
http://sites.google.com/
http://www.g-dcast.com/purim
http://www.pixton.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IPo-6kxgiDk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vvYu6-uKb58
http://edu.glogster.com/
http://www.voki.com/
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INTRODUCTION TO THE UNIT AND PIRKE AVOT 2:21 (1-2 Sessions) 

 

ACTIVITY 1 

Hands-On ñLo Aleiha.òThe following activity provides students with an opportunity to discover 
firsthand that there are some tasks that are simply too great to be accomplished by one person, 
but may be easily accomplished by many together, if each person contributes.  

In a large open space (such as a hallway or social hall), arrange a string or rope on the floor in 
the shape of a star  (a six-pointed star, with two ropes, is easiest to create).  Tell the students 
that it is a starfish that was washed up on the shore.  In order to survive, it must be moved back 
into the ocean (the other side of the hallway or social hall).  It is the studentsô job to move it 
back.  However, they may not change its shape- it must always be in the same form as the 
starfish.  If they change the shape, they must go back and try again.  The students will realize 
that one or two students alone cannot move the star across, but that if everyone holds part of 
the star and walks at the same pace, they will succeed in bringing the ñstarfishò back to the 
ocean.  If students struggle, provide some hints, such as suggesting that they work together.   
 
Debrief afterwards:  

¶ Would you have been successful if only one or two people picked up the rope? 
 

¶ Why or why not?   
 

¶ What would have happened if each person thought: ñI donôt need to hold the rope, 
someone else will?ò 

Explain that they are about to begin a unit of study that will focus on the importance of people 
stepping in to be helpful.  Judaism teaches us that even if weôre not sure we will be successful, 
we always have to try.  We cannot ñdesistò from it é meaning that we cannot stop and refuse to 
try.  [Have the students repeat the word ñdesistò.] 
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ACTIVITY 2 

ñLo Aleihaò text study.  This activity will formally introduce the students to Pirke Avot 2:21: ñIt 
is not upon you to complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it.ò  This idea is the 
enduring understanding of the unit, and will appear in different ways in each of the later learning 
activities. Pirke Avot is a collection of ethical statements by rabbis who lived approximately 2000 
years ago.  It is part of the Talmud. 

Share with students the poster of this quote in Hebrew and English (available from the JECCôs 
Teacher Center).  Calling this the ñLo Aleiha quote from Pirke Avot,ò go through it in English 
asking students to help you figure out its meaning in its simplest sense (i.e., without making 
application to situations).  We are calling this the ñLo Aleiha quoteò because the first two words 
in Hebrew (Lo Aleiha) means ñit is not upon you.ò  When a person sees a situation that needs 
his or her help, s/he should understand this as a ñlo aleiha momentò ï that s/he HAS to see if 
s/he can do something about it.   If you can, also read the quote in Hebrew.    
 
Divide the students into pairs, and give each pair a Questions Cube (see RESOURCE SHEET 
A; the JECCôs Teacher Center has this poster size ï you may order in advance by sending a 
request to teachers@jecc.org). One side of the cube has Pirke Avot 2:21 in Hebrew and English 
and the other five sides each have one of these questions:   
1. The word ñworkò doesnôt just mean ña job or career.ò  How do people work to help others? 

 
2. Why do you think should we start to work on something even if we might not be able to 

finish it?  
 
3. There are stories in the news of children who donôt have enough food to eat.  Lo Aleiha é 

you donôt have to completely solve this situation, but how can you work to help? 
 
4. There are stories in the news of children who bully others.  Lo Aleiha é you donôt have to 

completely solve this situation, but how can you work to help?  
 
5. Think about or starfish activity we did.  How is this an example of Lo Aleiha éthat you alone 

could not help the starfish?  What work did you do to help? 
 

Ask the students to roll the cube and answer the question that pops up on top.  As they do this, 
walk around to offer help in understanding the question (a madrich/ah can do this, too).  Give 
time for each team to have answered at least four of the five questions.   
 
Bring the students back together and discuss the questions below with them.  As you have this 
discussion, know that these are questions for which it will take time for students to formulate an 
answer.   Ask each question slowly but donôt call on anyone to answer until you count in your 
head slowly oneé.twoéthreeé. fouré.five.  By then, hopefully a number of hands will be in 
the air. If none are, ask the question one more time (maybe rephrasing) and count to three 
before calling on anyone.  This process will give all students a chance to think. 

¶ The rabbi who said our ñLo Aleihaò quote wasnôt thinking about work as a career or job.  
Based on what students talked about when answering the questions on their cube, how 
do they now also understand work? 
 

¶ ñLo Aleiha ï itôs not upon them to solve the problem of the children without enough food 
to eat, but what ideas did they have for this situation?   

 

mailto:teachers@jecc.org
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¶ ñLo Aleiha ï itôs not upon them to solve the problem of the bullying, but what ideas did 
they have for this situation?   

 

¶ Can anyone offer another example of a Lo Aleiha moment?  This could be someone 
from history they learned about in school, something from the news, or something from 
their own lives.  [Maybe have your madrich/ah prepared to share an idea if the children 
canôt think of something easily.] 
 

Tell the students that they are going to learn about Jewish people from our past (and some even 
living now) who had ñlo aleiha moments.ò Each of the people the class will be learning about 
also had a secret, which is why this unit is called ñShhhhhh!ò  Over the next few months, weôre 
going to learn about some secrets of our past. 
 
Optional at-home work:  Explain that the class will be making a ñlo aleihaò website, with 
examples of ñlo aleihaò role models.   Using a laptop and digital projector, show the students 
their Wallwisher site (the JECCôs Teacher Center can help you learn to set up a page on 
www.wallwisher.com or you can use a community page: 
www.wallwisher.com/wall/beingarolemodel) and how to add a posting.   

Examples of postings could be: 

¶ My Dad is a dentist.  In order to help solve the problem that some people canôt 
afford to go get the dentist, he cleans and fixes peopleôs teeth for free if they 
canôt pay. 

¶ A kid named Trevor heard a news report when he was 11 years old about the 
homeless.  With his parentsô help, he began taking blankets and food to those 
who lived on the street. Others got involved, too. There is a shelter called 
Trevorôs Place that was named after him. 
 

Send an email to the parents explaining the website and how to use Wallwisher (see 
RESOURCE SHEETB). Encourage each student to go to the site from a home computer and 
add a note with the name of someone who acted according to Pirke Avot 2:21, along with a few 
sentences about this personôs ñlo aleiha momentò - how that person fulfilled this ideal.  [Note:  
An alternative site is CorkBoard.Me, but it is not supported well by Internet Explorer.] 
 
Library option:  If your class visits the library, or can have a librarian visit the class, ask for 
books that illustrate the idea of people facing a ñlo aleiha moment.ò  See the bibliography 
prepared by the JECC Ratner Media and Technology Center, located at the end of this 
curriculum. 
  

http://www.wallwisher.com/
http://www.wallwisher.com/wall/beingarolemodel
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RESOURCE SHEET A 
The Pirke Avot Question Cube 

The JECC has the template of this cube available for your use; it is not included here because it 

must be printed on larger paper.  The Teacher Center can print it for you, but the cubes will need 

to be assembled before the students can use them. 
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RESOURCE SHEET B 

Email to Parents about Wallwisher 

 

Dear Parents, 

Today in class we began a unit based on a 2000 year old quote from a great 

collection of ethical statements called tƛǊƪŜ !ǾƻǘΥ άLǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǳǇƻƴ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ 

the work, but neither are you free to desist from it (2:21)έ   ²Ŝ ŘƛŘ ŀ ǘŜŀƳǿƻǊƪ 

activity that emphasized the importance of everyone contributing to the best of 

his or her ability (ask your child what we did!).  We spent some time talking about 

people (either from history, Jewish tradition, or our own lives) who we think lived 

in accordance with the statement from Pirke Avot.  Later in the unit, we will learn 

about several Jewish figures who took action in difficult situations, even if they 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǘƘŜ άǿƻǊƪέ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ 

In order to reinforce their learning, I would appreciate your help with a website I 

created: www.wallwisher/wall/INSERT TITLE HERE.  I have asked the students to 

post an example of someone who follows or followed Pirke Avot 2:21, and a 

sentence or two explaining how this person fulfills this quote.  Their example can 

be a historical or Jewish figure, or someone they know personally.  Please show 

them the website (they can add their post by double-clicking anywhere on the 

page), and remind them to post their example, along with their first name at the 

end of the posting.  In order to protect from spam, all posts on the Wallwisher 

must be approved by me before they appear on the site.   

During our next class meeting, I will show the students the completed Wallwisher 

ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΦ 

Thank you so much for your help! 

 

  

http://www.wallwisher/wall/INSERT
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ACTIVITY 3 

Bystanders vs. Upstanders: In situations where there is ñworkò that needs to be done, people 
choose to be either a bystander or an upstander.  ñFacing History and Ourselvesò notes that 
upstanders take a stand against injustice and set out to complete the task, whereas bystanders 
witness a situation (the work to be done) but do not respond to it through action.  The following 
activity introduces the students to the terms ñbystanderò and ñupstander,ò teaches them to 
identify behaviors associated with each, and encourages them to choose to take action and be 
upstanders, as opposed to merely passive bystanders. 

Part 1: On the top of two pieces of easel paper (alternatively, on the blackboard or a bulletin 
board) write the terms ñUPSTANDERò and ñBYSTANDER,ò respectively.  Give each student a 
card that says ñBYSTANDERò on one side and ñUPSTANDERò on the other, and read the 
definition of each term to the students (see RESOURCE SHEET C).  Show the students 
pictures (see RESOURCE SHEET D) of different situations that portray clear bystanders and 
upstanders. Ideally, project them via a digital projector so students can clearly see the images; 
in addition, enlarge the photos and print them so that you can sort them into the two categories.  
Alternatively, enlarge the photos and pass them around.  For each picture you show, ask the 
students to raise their card to ñvoteò on whether the person in the picture is being a bystander or 
an upstander.  Call on individual students to explain their answers and to argue with each other.  
When a consensus is reached, post the picture under the appropriate heading. 

Part 2: Ask the students to think of words or phrases that are related to each of the terms 
ñbystanderò and ñupstanderò.  The words can range from adjectives (brave, etc.), to phrases 
(does the right thing), to examples of bystanders or upstanders that they know of (Martin Luther 
King Jr.).  Go around the room - have each student provide at least one word or phrase, and 
write each of these under the appropriate term.  Ask the students to compare the two lists using 
questions like: 

¶ Which word is more positive?  
 

¶ Which do you think is easier to be: a bystander or an upstander?  You could ask 
students to stand along one wall of your room if they think the answer is ñbystanderò and 
to stand along another wall if they think the answer is ñupstander.ò  Ask students on 
either side of the room to explain why they chose their answer. 

 

¶ Why do they think people choose to be upstanders?  
 

¶ Why do they think people choose to be bystanders?   
 

¶ What are some situations where each of us can choose to be an upstander instead of a 
bystander? [If they have trouble thinking of some examples, suggest they think about the 
questions asked on the Question Cube.] 
 

¶ Finally, ask the students:  If someone believes and follows ñIt is not upon you to 
complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from itò (or, ñyou just have to tryò) 
are they an upstander or a bystander?  Why?  [You could have the students move to the 
wall that was used before for each position ï upstander or bystander.] 

After class, turn each of the lists into a Wordle by going to http://www.wordle.net/create and 
typing in all of the words and names from each of the lists (donôt forget to include the title!).  The  

http://www.wordle.net/create
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site will generate a cloud made of all of the words, and you will be able to edit the colors, shape, 
and size.  When you are happy with the product, print each Wordle (one for upstanders and one 
for bystanders) and hang them on the class bulletin board.  If you are in email contact with your 
parents, send them a copy of the finished Wordle during the week, along with an explanation of 
the activity. 
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RESOURCE SHEET C 
Upstanders and Bystanders Definitions 

Upstanders are people who take a stand 

against injustice and, when they see wrong being 

done, they step in to stop it.  

 

  Hi, Rachel!  It looks like 
Emma is upset.  Why 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ōƻǘƘ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
ǘƻȅΚ  LǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ 
ǘƻ ŘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀȅ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ 
both be happy! 
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RESOURCE SHEET C(contôd) 
Upstanders and Bystanders Definitions 

 

Bystanders are people who witness a wrong 

being done but do not respond to it through action.

hƘ ǿŜƭƭΦ  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƴȅ 

Ŧŀǳƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 

ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎΦ  L ƎǳŜǎǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ 

ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ L Ŏŀƴ ŘƻΧ 
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RESOURCE SHEET D 
Upstanders and Bystanders Pictures 

Show the pictures below and ask students to decide whether the people to whom the green arrows are 
pointing are being upstanders or bystanders.  Note: The pictures may be printed in color from the online 
version of this guide; see http://curriculumJECC.wikispaces.com  and check the Jewish Values page.  
Alternatively, the pictures may be projected using a digital projector. 
 
 

 

 

 

  

http://curriculumjecc.wikispaces.com/
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